Ethel Smyth and the Scientific and Cultural Iconography of the Creative Victorian Female. by Stapleton, Joanne.
University of Surrey 
Department of Music 
School of Performing Arts
Ethel Smyth and the Scientific and Cultural Iconography 
of the Creative Victorian Female
By Joanne Stapleton 
September 2003
Thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirement of the degree of 
Master of Philosophy
ProQ uest N um ber: 27727162
All rights reserved
INFORMATION TO ALL USERS 
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.
In the unlikely event that the author did not send a com p le te  manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,
a note will indicate the deletion.
uest
ProQuest 27727162
Published by ProQuest LLC (2019). Copyright of the Dissertation is held by the Author.
All rights reserved.
This work is protected against unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States C ode
Microform Edition © ProQuest LLC.
ProQuest LLC.
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 
P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106 -  1346
The Victorian woman composer occupied a culturally contentious position in relation 
to the performance, publication and reception of her works. Writing in 1933, composer 
Ethel Smyth identifies the ‘sex question’ as the single most influential factor in the 
shaping of the composer’s public persona and compositional identity. Smyth’s comment 
reveals a clear interrogation between socio-scientiflc concepts of gender and the 
formation of creative identity within late nineteenth-and early twentieth-century 
musicological debate. In this context the dominant position of the emerging late 
nineteenth-century biomedical and sexual sciences, formed an integral component of 
the polarised view of female creativity as an articulation of ‘fragile’ femininity, or 
alternately as a biological and cultural evolutionary legacy of masculinity. For Smyth 
(classified in socio-scientiflc terms as a ‘masculine’ woman by virtue of her physical 
persona and occupation of the masculine sphere of large-scale compositional genres), 
this interrelationship proffered a point of compositional interrogation, locating her 
works within the deeply controversial arena of Victorian sexual and gender politics. 
This study will locate Smyth and her works within socio-scientifically informed cultural 
representations of gender in order to establish the significance of late nineteenth- 
century gender ideologies upon the reception and creation of Smyth’s public persona as 
‘woman composer’ and the development of her compositional identity.
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Introduction
The position of women in relation to musical life at the turn of the twentieth century 
remains both complex and problematic. Despite the active presence of women as 
performers, composers, academics and critics during the mid to late nineteenth 
century1, as indicators of ‘professional status’, such classifications were traditionally 
used to signify masculine culture and, therefore, to denote gender specific roles.
The interrelationship between mainstream gender ideologies and the iconic 
construction of the ‘great composer figure’ - a product of the nineteenth-century 
romantification of the artist2, dominated many of the cultural dialogues regarding the 
past, present and future role and status of women within western music culture.
Composer Ethel Smyth (1858-1944)3, as a product of late nineteenth-century 
romanticism and a notable compositional and public presence from the late Victorian 
era to the year of her death in 1944, has, therefore, emerged as an important figure 
within current musicological debate. Within her personal account of musical life in 
Britain from the 1800s to the point of her death in 1944, Smyth seeks to identify
1 A number of recent studies have established the nature and extent of women's 
musical activities during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The following 
texts provide a general history and biographical survey of women composers’ active 
in the role of composer during the period in question: The Pandora Guide to Women 
Composers', Fuller, 1994; Musical Women in England 1870-1914, Gillet, 2000; The 
Woman Composer, Halstead, 1997; Women and Music - A History, Pendle, 1991
2 Stradling and Hughes (1993 rev. 2001), in their discussion of British music from the 
mid nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, identify Reverand H.R. Haweis Music 
and Morals (1871), as a pertinent example of the cultural correlation between the 
autonomous and spiritually enlightened ‘composer’ figure, and the compositional 
work of art as the moral and spiritual educator of society. As a consequence, Stradling 
and Hughes state that; ‘the composer moved to center-stage, a development which 
ensured that the ‘life and works’ biography would remain at the heart of musicology 
for generations to come’ (Stradling and Hughes, rev 2001, pg 6.)
3 Smyth was bom in Sidcup on 23rd April 1858, the daughter of a former colonial 
General and his Paris-educated wife. During the later years of her life, she settled near 
Woking in a small house (‘Coign’), built with funds donated by a wealthy patron, the 
American millionairess, Mary Dodge (Smyth, Crichton, 1959, pg 271). Smyth died at 
home on 8th May 1944, at the age of 86.
1
herself as a marginal figure within British musical life. However, a survey of 
historical source materials such as Sidney Grew’s Our Favourite Musicians from 
Stanford to Holbrooke (1922), and Joseph Holbrooke’s Contemporary British 
Composers (1925), firmly locate Smyth within a growing community of male and 
female composers who gained cultural prominence in the wake of the British musical 
renaissance.
During the later decades of the nineteenth century, musical life in Britain (as a 
cultural reflection of rising patriotism and national feeling within the changing 
European economic and cultural climate4) underwent a process of reclamation. In this 
context, Smyth as one of the few British composers to achieve a high compositional 
profile within the opera houses and concert halls of Germany represented a key 
element within the promotion of ‘British’ music and cultural identity in Europe5.
However, Fuller (1989) suggests, that despite the advance of women composers 
within nineteenth-century music, their cultural position was to remain marginalised in 
relation to the emerging historic canon. ‘Most scholars, for example, see this 
Renaissance as almost entirely male. Any contribution made by women, but
4 Porter in The Oxford History of the British Empire: The Nineteenth Century (1999), 
identifies the later decades of the nineteenth century as a period of intense political 
change: ‘The triangular rivalry of Britain, France and Russia was complicated after 
1870 by mounting challenges from new claimants to colonial power. Italy’s colonial 
ambitions in Tripolitania and the Horn of Africa pressed against British interests ... 
Germany’s developing territorial ambitions, chiefly in west, east, and south-west 
Africa, and the Pacific, were accommodated by Britain without much difficulty from 
1844 to 1890, but subsequent initiatives were more worrisome’ (pg 13.)
5 Smyth resided in Leipzig from approximately 1877 to 1879, studying briefly at the 
Leipzig Conservatoire, before studying composition privately (from February 1878) 
with Heinrich Friherr von Herzogenberg - a confidant and close friend of Brahms. 
During this time Smyth mixed with the elite of Leipzig musical society, establishing 
relationships with powerful individuals such as Heinrich, Brahms and Lili Wach 
(daughter of Felix Mendlessohn). As a consequence, Smyth successfully secured 
performances for a number of her works in Leipzig, Berlin and Weimar; Sonata in A 
Minor (1887), performed in Leipzig 20th November 1887, Der Wald (1901), 
premiered at Konigliches Operahnaus, Berlin, 9th April 1902, Fantasio (1894), 
premiered at Hoftheatter, Weimar, 24 May, 1898.
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especially those of composers, are either marginalised or simply disappear. ’ (Fuller, 
1998, pg 9.)
For Smyth, a close association with the British Musical Renaissance offered a brand 
of compositional originality and innovation - a cultural aesthetic which Smyth found 
highly attractive. Writing in 1928 in A Final Burning of Boats, Smyth calls for the 
foundation of ‘a ‘Students’ Opera House’ (pg. 190), the purpose of which was to 
perform and promote an English light operatic tradition, a compositional medium 
which Smyth identifies as synonymous with the English musical character:
please observe that England’s sole original contribution to the musical wealth 
of the world since Purcell’s day has been in the domain of light opera. 
Symphonies, oratorios, concertos, ‘grand’ operas, all these things other nations 
have done better than we can.. This exquisite, joy-giving art, this gracious 
flowering of the spirit, is not only English but unthinkable save on England’s 
soil.
Smyth 1928, pg 187.
Smyth’s comment is interesting on a number of levels. Taken in the context of her 
three most recent operatic compositions; The Boatswain’s Mate (1914), Fête Galante 
(1922) and Entente Cordiale (1924), which fall within the classification of light or as 
Smyth describes ‘comic opera’6, Smyth attempts to subvert the existing cultural 
hierarchy of grand or serious opera above light opera. ‘These self-appointed 
upholders of the ‘noble’ in art are under the impression that comedy is a lower form 
of drama than tragedy; a point of view that would surely have astonished Shakespeare 
of Molière’ (1928, pg 195.)
The success of her earlier operatic works; Fantasio (1894), Der Wald (1901) and The 
Wreckers (1904), placed Smyth at the forefront of the British opera movement. In a 
letter to Percy Pitt, regarding the possibility of a London production of her opera The 
Wreckers (1904), Smyth attempts to justify the performance on the grounds of her 
contribution to the rise of British opera in Europe T think that I who have fought the
6 See ‘A New Departure in Comic Opera’ (Smyth, 1928 pg 200- 202)
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food fight for the English abroad as no one else has ... should have first chance here’ 
(Smyth, cited in Stradling & Hughes, 2001, pg 129.)
Smyth’s claim that she had benefited the promotion of English music overseas was 
not unfounded. On the whole her reception, particularly within the German press, was 
of a complementary and positive disposition. Writing in 1912, German conductor 
Bruno Walter7 identified Smyth as 6a composer of quite special significance, who is 
certain of a permanent place in musical history’ (The Times, 1912, December 23rd.)
Review of Literature
As a prominent figure within British musical life of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth-centuries, Smyth, has in many respects, provided a focus for discussions 
surrounding the position and profile of women composers within both 
contemporaneous and current musicological texts.
Early London performances of Smyth’s large-scale compositional works - most 
notably the Serenade in D (1890), Overture to Shakespeare's Anthony and Cleopatra 
(1890) and The Mass in D (1891)8, attracted coverage within the concurrent national 
press and music journals. An article featured in The Monthly Musical Record (June 
1890), encapsulated the standard response of surprise that the Serenade, (as a large 
scale work) was the product of a woman composer; ‘surprise rose to absolute wonder 
when the composer, called to the platform, turned out to be a member of the fair sex.’
7 Walter, a friend and advocate of Smyth, instigated a meeting between Smyth and 
Mahler in November 1909, to discuss the possibility of a Vienna performance of her 
opera The Wreckers (1904), following the success of the London premiere (3 March 
1909), at which Beecham conducted. A subsequent performance in Vienna was not 
secured.
8 The Serenade in D (1890) and Overture to Anthony and Cleopatra (1889), both 
received premiers during the 1890 Crystal Palace Popular concert series, (on the 26th 
April and 18th October 1890 respectively), under conductor August Manns. The Mass 
in D (1891), received its premier at The Albert Hall under Sir Joseph Bamaby and the 
Royal Choral Association on the 18th January 1893.
4
(June 1890, pg 137.)9 In many respects, such reviews were highly beneficial to the 
advancement of Smyth’s public persona, despite the clearly problematic references to 
the imitation of masculine culture and compositional styles. The media 
sensationalism of Smyth as a ‘woman composer’, would secure media and public 
interest, and therefore, promote a demand for performances. As Smyth, (from a 
retrospective position) was to comment in Impressions that Remained (1919): ‘The 
result of the production of the Serenade was the other works of mine were now 
accepted without difficulty’ (Smyth, 1920, Vol II, pg 228.)
Smyth’s representation within the popular press was sustained during the final 
decades of the nineteenth and the first two decades of the twentieth centuries, 
encapsulating both the performances of new and existing works, in addition to her 
suffragette activities10. London premiers of Smyth’s operas Der Wald (1901), The 
Wreckers (1904), The Boatswain's Mate (1914), in addition to the following 
orchestra, chamber and vocal works; String Quarter in E Minor (1912); Overture to 
The Wreckers (1904); On the Cliffs of Cornwall (1904); Four Songs (1907); Hey 
Nonny No (1910); Songs of Sunrise (1910) and Three Moods of the Sea (1913), during 
1900 and 1920, would also sustain her existing cultural presence within the press, 
despite the low instance of subsequent performances11.
9 This position was reiterated by Bernard Shaw (amongst others), in his review of 
Smyth’s Overture to Anthony and Cleopatra', ‘It was observed with stupefication that 
all that tremendous noise had been made by a lady’ (Shaw, 1932, Vol II, pg 37.)
10 A news article featured in The Times (July 17th, 1912.), reported Smyth’s arrest and 
subsequent discharge for the crime of arson; ‘Dr Ethel Smyth, the musical composer 
.. she was seen by a number of persons but the identification failed .. Dr. Ethel Smyth 
was then discharged. ’
11 The details and dates of London performances of the listed works are as follows: 
Songs -premiered at the Queen’s Hall (12th November 1907); On the Cliff's of 
Cornwall - premiered at the Queen’s Hall (2nd May 1908); Overture to The Wreckers 
- premiered at the Queen’s Hall (3rd March 1909); The Wreckers premiered at His 
Majesty’s Theatre (22nd June 1909); Hey Nonny No - premiered at the Queen’s Hall 
(October 1910); Songs of Sunrise - premiered at the Queen’s Hall (1st April 1911); 
Der Wald - British premiered at the Queen’s Hall (29th June 1911); Three Moods of  
the Sea - premiered at the Queen’s Hall (23rd June 1913.)
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In the aftermath of the first world war, an honorary degree from Cambridge (1920), 
together with the publication of Smyth’s first autobiographical writings Impressions 
That Remained (1919), prompted a renewed cultural interest in both Smyth and her 
compositional works. This was reflected within the musical press by Smyth’s 
inclusion within a number of key texts, special feature articles and interviews with the 
composer. Between 1920 and 1925, articles and/or interviews focussing upon Smyth’s 
career to date and compositional status within the British Musical Renaissance, 
appeared in the following publications; Time and Tide, Monthly Musical Record, The 
Musical Times, The Landmark and The Queen 12.
In addition, Smyth was to feature within historical surveys of contemporary British 
composers. In Our Favourite Musicians from Stanford to Holbrooke (1922), Sydney 
Grew provided an in-depth discussion of Smyth’s compositional output. In the context 
of his survey, Grew, therefore, establishes Smyth as a significant figure within the 
British music Renaissance13. A subsequent survey by composer, Joseph Holbrooke; 
Contemporary British Composers (1925), quotes directly from Grew’s entry on 
Smyth, citing it as an authoritative source. In the introductory chapter of his survey, 
Holbrooke seeks to reinforce the importance of the composer’s nationality and 
cultural heritage upon the formation of a ‘British National School’. His criteria for 
inclusion attempts to unite his chosen composers in precisely these terms ‘Solid 
British names and parentage, and in most cases British training, which I take to be of 
great importance in a national school’ (pg. 15).
12 ‘Personalities and Powers: Dr Ethel Smyth’ (Philippa Senlac. Time and Tide, 1920, 
2, pg 57-59.); ‘Dame Ethel Smyth’s Operas at Covent Garden’ {Monthly Musical 
Record, 1923, 53, 197-198.); Fete Galante (The Musical Times, 1923, 64, pg 468- 
470.); ‘Ethel Smyth’s Mass in D’ (Sydney Grew. The Musical Times, 1924. 65, pg 
140-141); ‘English Musicians VII: Ethel Smyth D.B.E’ {The Landmark, 1927, 9, pg 
973-975); ‘Conversations VUI with Dame Ethel Smyth, Mus Doc., O.B.E.’ (Richard 
Terry. The Queen, 1924, 11th June, pg 8-9.)
13 The other composers featured with Grew’s survey are as follows: Charles Viliers 
Stanford, Edward Elgar, Frederick Delius, Granville Bantock, H. Walford Davies, 
Ralph Vaughan Williams, Gustav Holst, Rutland Boughton, Joseph Holbrooke. 
(Grew, 1922)
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Smyth’s efforts to secure a festival in commemoration of her seventy-fifty birthday 
with performances of Fete Galante (1922), The Mass in D  (1891) and The Prison 
(1930) held between January to March 193414, was successful and, therefore, 
prompted another surge of interest in the composer within the popular and music 
press. However, Smyth’s death in 1944, naturally prompted a significant number of 
articles and evaluations of her extensive career15. Christopher StJohn’s publication 
Ethel Smyth a Biography (1959) provided the first extensive survey of Smyth’s life 
and work, with chapters contributed by author Vita Sackville-West, her husband 
Edward Sackville-West and the music critic Kathleen Dale.
Of the existing literature relating to Smyth, the two most recent large-scale 
publications, Louise Collis’s Impetuous Heart: The Story of Ethel Smyth (1984) and 
Ronald Crichton’s The Memoirs of Ethel Smyth (1987), both operate within a 
biographical (as opposed to cultural/analytical) framework16. Collis and Crichton, 
however, offer no actual discussion of Smyth's music, beyond citing extracts from 
concert reviews, many of which are quoted by Smyth within her own 
autobiographical writings. Useful additional supporting material is presented by 
Collis, however, who cites extensively from Smyth's unpublished letters, and accounts 
of Smyth within the biographical writings of her contemporaries. Collis, however, 
employs the licence and style of a biographer ("Ethel went mad with joy' - Collis, 
1984, pg 22) as opposed to an academic tone, which frequently presents her work in a 
highly subjective light. A review of Collis's book by Crichton {Opera, 1985, Vol 36, 
pg 761-2) describes the biography as 'sympathetic'. Crichton concludes, however, that 
Miss Collis rates Ethel's music more highly than many would now do’ (pg 761). Two
14 The festival began with a performance of The Prison at the Queen’s Hall on January 
3 1934, and concluded with a performance of the Mass in D, at the Albert Hall, 
March 3 1934.
15 Examples of such articles include: K Dale Dame Ethel Smyth {Music and Letters, 
1944, 25, pg 191-194.), and W.McNaught Dame Ethel Smyth {The Musical Times, 
1944, 85, pg 207-212.)
16 Other relevant historical socio-biographical studies include Jane E Bernstein’s 
Shout, Shout Up with Your Song! : Dame Ethel Smyth and the Changing Role of the 
British Woman Composer in Women Making Music (ed. Bowers & Tick 1986, 
chapter 12).
7
further articles by Crichton, ‘Ethel Smyth at the Opera’ {Opera, 1986, Vol 37, pg 
1137 - 1143) and ‘Salvaging the 'Wreckers' {Opera, 1994, Vol 45, pg 783 - 786) seek 
to contextualise Smyth’s operatic output in terms of the problematic status of the 
opera genre in Europe at the close of the nineteenth century17; ‘many male composers 
had much the same kind of difficulties, though Ethel preferred to ignore the fact’ 
{Opera, 1993, Vol 45, pg 783). Crichton’s The Memoirs of Ethel Smyth (1987) 
represents a significant contribution to the study of Smyth as a Victorian composer. 
The work is a collection of extracts from Smyth’s collective writings and as such, 
provide a summary of her life and career: ‘Her books are readable for the revelation 
of an exceptional personality and for descriptions of musical life in more than one 
important European centre a hundred years ago’ (Crichton, 1987, pg 8.) Crichton 
provides useful summaries at the opening and close of sections, providing significant 
biographical details omitted from Smyth’s own writings. The book also contains the 
most comprehensive list to date (compiled by Joiy Bennett), of Smyth’s 
compositional works, including publication dates and performance details.
Whilst Collis incorporates issues of Smyth’s sexuality as an intrinsic component of 
her discussion18, no attempt is made to locate Smyth within historical constructs of 
gender and sexuality - an issue which occupies a contentious position within both 
historical and contemporary musicological research. Smyth’s references to 
‘significant’ relationships in her autobiographical writings were to prove problematic 
to musicologists and historians during the early- to mid-twentieth century. An article 
featured in The Musical Times (July 1944), actively seeks to dismiss the importance 
of Smyth’s relationship to the discussion of Smyth’s compositional works; 'A great 
deal of her autobiography is concerned with this attachment and its consequences: in 
fact too much of it.' (pg 207). The importance of biographical details and the presence
17 ‘She was not the only British composer writing operas and seeing them given 
abroad. Delius had written several, most of the so far unperformed. Goring Thomas, 
Mackenzie, Sullivan (not only comic operas by Ivanhoe). Stanford, De Lara were 
among them.’ (Crichton, Opera, 1994, Vol 45, pg 783)
18 ‘She treated boys in a rough and ready comradely fashion, but women could reduce 
her to a trembling suitor with a bunch of flowers in her hand’ (Collis, 1984, pg 23).
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of woman in the capacity of man’s creative muse was, however, a significant tool in
the creation of nineteenth-century compositional identity. Publications such as George
Upton’s controversial essay Women in Music (1880) locate the significance of culture
upon the shaping of compositional identity and style; '
The attachments of love, the bonds of friendship, the endearments of home, 
and the influences of society, have played an important part in shaping the 
careers of the great composers, and in giving colour, form, and direction to 
their music.
Upton, 1880, pg 16
As Moisala and Diamond (2000) have established, the study of composers and their 
works through a biographical survey of the composer’s life forms a traditional 
methodological approach to the cultural analysis of the composer’s compositional 
process, and location within the canon; 'culture is not a static and rigid phenomenon 
but a fluid and relational one, performed variously depending on situational contexts 
and contingencies' (Diamond & Moisala, 2002, pg 1). In contrast, Upton’s theoretical 
stance is employed primarily as a source of derogation, perpetuating woman’s music 
making within the superficial realm of the domestic forum19. This position offers a 
historical precedent for a biographical reading of the composer’s works. In this 
context, the issue of the composer’s gender and sexuality assumes a significant role in 
a methodological approach to compositional analysis.
As a high-profile lesbian, Smyth has been internalised within contemporary ‘queer 
musicology’20. With specific reference to Smyth the writings of Australian 
musicologist Elizabeth Wood21 form the most significant contribution in this field to
19 For a discussion of Upton’s work, see Chapter One: A Sizeable Intelligence: Gender 
and Genius.
20 The field of 'queer musicology' no longer forms a recent edition to contemporary 
musicological research. During the past decade, a number of significant texts 
including McClary’s Feminine Endings (1991), Brett, Wood and Thomas (ed.); 
Queering the Pitch; the New Gay and Lesbian Musicology (1994), and Solie's (ed.) 
Musicology and Difference: Gender and Sexuality in Music Scholarship (1993), have 
prompted a broad spectrum of contemporary research. Whilst the field arguably 
remains somewhat marginalised, these texts have become incorporated into the 
academic teaching canon of most University undergraduate programmes.
21 Wood’s writings on Smyth to date:
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date. Wood’s ‘Lesbian Fugue: Ethel Smyth’s Contrapuntal Arts’ (Solie 1993)
discusses Smyth’s sexual identity in the context of a perceived correlation between 
musical forms and biographical themes of love and desire. Wood extends this 
approach to an understanding of women’s sexual ‘voice’ (Sapphonics), as a
compositional aesthetic within Smyth’s work. Wood’s publications present a
concurrent interpretation of a biographical and cultural interrogation of Smyth’s 
compositional identity, using a variety of contemporary critical feminist
methodologies, as a means to deconstruct Smyth’s compositional persona. Wood’s 
writings are assessed at various points within this thesis, as they relate to issues of 
Smyth’s socio-compositional identity. Whilst Wood’s research draws heavily upon 
contemporary feminist criticism, this study functions primarily within historical 
feminist ideologies with the intention of contextualising Smyth’s compositional 
identity within her immediate cultural context.
In addition to published studies and articles which evaluate Smyth’s compositional 
status and signification, a number of recent post-graduate thesis have assessed Smyth 
using a variety of methodological approaches. Sophie Fuller in Women Composers 
during the British Musical Renaissance 1880-1918 (Kings College. London 
University. 1998), locates Smyth within the context of women composers at the turn 
of the twentieth century: ‘1880-1918, commonly regarded as the core of the so-called 
‘Renaissance’ (Fuller, 1998, Abstract). This thesis addresses many of the major 
cultural ideologies governing the reception of women within late Victorian and 
Edwardian society, and as such, provides a useful resource.
Women, Music and Ethel Smyth: A pathway in the Politics of Music (The 
Massachusetts Review, 1983, 24, pg 125-139); Lesbian Fugue: Ethel Smyth's 
Contrapuntal Arts in Musicology & Difference (ed. Solie 1993); Music into Words' : 
‘In Between Women (ed Carol Ascher, Louise De Salvo and Sarah Ruddick, 1984, pg 
70-83; Sapphonics in Queering the Pitch: The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology (ed 
Brett, Wood, Thomas, 1994, Ch 3); Performing Rights': A Sonography of Women's 
Suffarage (Musical Quarterly, 1995 pg 606-43); Gender and Genre in Ethel Smyth's 
Operas in The Musical Woman: an International Perspective II (ed. Zaimont, 1987, 
pg 493-507); The Lesbian in the Opera: Desire Unmasked in Smyth's Fantasio and 
Fete Galante in En Travesti: Women, Gender and Subversion, Opera (ed. Blackmer 
& Smith, 1995, pg 285-305).
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Similarly, Elizabeth Kertesz; Issues in the critical reception of Ethel Smyth's Mass 
and first four operas in England and Germany (University of Melbourne 2002), 
provides an in-depth survey of the cultural issues surrounding the reception of 
Smyth’s works. Kertesz, utilises concert reviews and accounts of performances 
amongst Smyth’s contemporaries as a data-source, providing an in-depth evaluation 
of Smyth’s perception of her self-identity, in comparison to her cultural 
representation.
Methodological approach
Citron's Gender and The Musical Canon (1993) represents a benchmark in socio- 
historic musicological research. Citron seeks to contextualise women's compositional 
position within nineteenth-century and subsequent performance practices. The 
acknowledgement of a hidden canon of female creative experience has necessitated 
the investigation of historic composition and performance cultures; beyond those 
contained within the ‘orthodox’ channels of academia, publication and mainstream 
concert performance. Citron specifically highlights the historical importance of the 
domestic sphere as a forum for female performance and creation culture. In this 
context, women's musical experience becomes an intrinsic component of female 
domestic culture. An inter-relationship is, therefore, established between female 
music making, and cultural constructs of womanhood and feminine roles. As Citron 
states, music is 'socially contingent and participates in the dynamics of culture' 
(Citron, 1993, pg 3).
In this context, the study of the female composer becomes similarly a study of the 
composer's cultural identity and environment, which proffers an interdisciplinaiy 
approach inviting consideration of many aspects of culture including science, 
philosophy and gender. As a result. Citron's methodology extends beyond the roles of 
historical biographer and factual historian. The evidence she presents is subsequently 
interrogated through a variety of historical and contemporary feminist and cultural
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texts, which seek both to contextualise her findings and interrogate their position 
within mainstream musicological culture. In many respects, the treatment of historic 
source materials and their analysis through contemporary ideologies proves 
problematic, and may often appear subjective. Citron highlights this dichotomy within 
her own approach to the concept of canonicity; 'there is no such thing as value-free 
statements or behaviour; whether implicit or explicit, a system of values is always 
present' (Citron, 1993, pg 2). The intention of this study is, therefore, to contextualise 
Smyth within her own historical (as opposed to contemporary cultural) framework, 
drawing upon points of cultural reference identified primarily by Smyth in the course 
of her writings, which reflect the theoretical and aesthetic development of her 
compositional career. With the intention of revealing and thereby making explicit the 
cultural dialogues between Smyth and the ideological framework in which her 
creative identity was received and created.
As a methodological research model. Citron's work operates within an established 
feminist literary tradition of critical investigation. A number of important studies 
(including Joradanova; Sexual Visions: Images of Gender in Science and Medicine 
between the Eighteenth and Twentieth Centuries, (1989); Showalter's The Female 
Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture, 1830-1980' (1985); and Sexual 
Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siècle (1991)) have contextualised 
women within a specific framework of historic cultural reference. The value of such 
studies is significant not only to the cultural historian, but similarly to the 
musicologist, as a means to contextualise the position of women composers within 
mainstream cultural models of femininity.
The application of cultural ideologies to the analysis of music remains, however, both 
contentious and problematic. Citron bases her analytical approach primarily upon the 
work of McClary and her 1991 publication Feminine Endings, which offers an 
analytical model based upon the polarisation of masculine and feminine terminology, 
within the context of harmonic structure in mainstream compositional forms22. The
22See Sexual Politics in Classical Music (McClary, 1991, pg 35-79).
12
work of Citron, McClary, Jordanova and Showalter, utilises cultural ideology not only 
as a means of 'reading' cultural texts, but similarly as a means to expose the way in 
which ideological values may influence the creative process23.
Smyth, writing in 1928 in A Final Burning of Boats, outlines the significance of a 
cultural conception of gender to the reception and construction of her creative 
identity; 'these wretched sex-considerations were really the fashioning factor of my 
own life' (Smyth, 1928, pg 15). Smyth's statement is significant on a number of levels; 
in the first instance she demonstrates an awareness of gender as a culturally defined 
ideological concept; and secondly, Smyth implies that the 'sex-question' has directly 
shaped her own personal and professional persona. A methodological approach to the 
study of Smyth and her music is therefore suggested by the composer's location of 
self-identity within the context of her immediate 'culture'.
In a letter to the Editor of The Times (October 1913), Smyth asked the question; 
'Where are the great women composers?' This was an issue, which was to impact 
upon the reception of her work and, similarly, her position in relation to the 
mainstream musical establishment. For Smyth, the answer lay firmly within the 
socially constructed gender roles of the Victorian woman;
I wonder how many great male composers there would be if men had been 
completely shut out from the workaday world of art, deprived of the bracing, 
the concentration, the comradeship: the inestimable training and status of 
professional life
Smyth, The Times, 1913, October 13.
The issues raised by Smyth have formed the basis of the ideological approach to the 
study of women composers within recent musicological research. Whilst the 
exclusion of the female composer on the basis of her cultural position within 
patriarchal society has readily been documented, it is no longer sufficient to identify 
such inequality without attempting to locate the means by which such ideologies 
create a cultural climate largely unreceptive to the female composer. In this respect.
23See Citron (1993) Chapter 4: Music as a Gendered Discourse, pg 120 - 164.
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the study of the woman composer becomes intrinsically linked to the study of woman, 
an approach which was to form the basis of Victorian feminist theoiy. Writing in 
1929, Virginia Woolf in A Room Of One's Own seeks to locate the position of the 
creative female in relation to her status as a cultural object. In Chapter 2, Woolf 
addresses woman's internalisation as 'subject' within socio-scientiflc culture;
Have you any notion how many books are written about women in the course 
of one year? Have you any notion how many are written by men? Are you 
aware that you are, perhaps, the most discussed animal in the universe?
Woolf, 1929 ed 1945, pg 28.
Woolfs statement reveals the location of woman in the problematic context of 
evolving nineteenth-centuiy scientific ideologies, which necessitated a re-evaluation 
of existing cultural inequalities, formally legitimised by theological constructs. The 
publication of Darwin's Origin of The Species (1859) represented the unification of 
biological 'natural' laws with existing constructs of culture based upon the foundations 
of western philosophical belief24. Wilford Hall's The Problem of Human Life (1890), a 
survey of mid- to late-nineteenth century scientific developments, contextualises the 
discoveries of Darwin25 and his contemporaries;
The closing decades of the present century are marked in the history of the 
world for their unexampled massing of revolutionary discoveries and startling 
events. No other equal period of historic time has been so fraught with 
marvelous conceptions, profound advances in philosophic and scientific 
research, and surprising mechanical inventions, since the dawn of civilisation. 
Wilford Hall, 1890, pg 30.
The contentious nature of Darwin's writings held a significant position within cultural 
dialogues of gender, impacting upon social conventions and the primacy of 
biologically determined cultural roles. Woolf illustrates the hierarchy of the new
24Russet (1989) identifies the ideological values of Darwin and his contemporaries 
within the natural sciences, as founded upon the cultural values of Plato; ‘The 
enterprise was purely Platonic, investing the ideal type with more reality than the 
individual’ (Russet, 1989, pg 26).
2 Wilford Hall refers specifically to Darwin's 1859 publication The Origin of the 
Species, which directly challenged the autonomy of man's evolutionary development.
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sciences upon the perceived biological subordination of the female; ‘England is under 
the rule of a patriarch. Nobody in their senses could fail to detect the dominance of 
the Professor’ (Woolf 1929, ed. 1949, pg 35). In her discussion of the emergence of 
'sexual science' (which formed its ideology upon evolutionary theory). Russet (1989) 
presents a summary of Darwin's writings, in specific relation to the formation of 
gender divisions within nineteenth-century socio-scientific culture;
Darwinian sexual selection explained physical and behavioural differences 
between the sexes as advantageous in finding mates. Thus women became 
fragilely attractive, whilst men grew muscular and courageous, each sex 
loving in the other what it did not find in itself... women could never expect 
to match the intellectual achievements of men, nor could they expect an equal 
share of power and authority. Nature had decreed a secondary role for women 
.. [therefore] men produced, women reproduced. This was called 
complementary.
Russet. 1989, pg 12.
Russet's statement contains many points of interest for the musicologist - in the first 
instance within the concept of feminine frailty as an aesthetic value, an ideology 
which finds its articulation within the language used to classify the work of female 
composers. In Chapter One (Size Matters: Craniology, Creativity and Compositional 
Genre, the Socio-Scientific Construction of The Lady Composer), concepts of 
feminine frailty as a cultural aesthetic of female beauty are discussed within a 
biological framework. This relationship is then applied to the correlation between 
compositional size and female gender identity, which seeks to contain the female 
creative impulse within a framework of biological and cultural diminution. Russet 
also raises the issue of woman as man’s cultural imitator - 'men produce, women 
reproduce'. This concept is explored in Chapter Two (The Male Impersonator: 
Smyth’s Compositional and Sexual Genesis) with specific reference to a 'third sex' 
ideology, used to describe the phenomenon of the female composer, who internalises 
a masculine identity as a result of her adoption/imitation of a masculine 
compositional language; 'she writes with a masculine hand' (The Telegraph, March 
1903, cited by Yohalem, www.metopera.org).
For a discussion of Darwin's publications, see Bates & Humphrey, The Darwin
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Darwin's Descent of Man in Relation to Sex (1871 ed.1959) forms a significant 
component within these discussions. It is important to note that evolutionary theory 
presented a rereading of all aspects of Victorian culture. In Chapter One (Female 
Compositional Language as a Primitive Evolutionary Legacy), the 'simplistic' nature 
of feminine compositional style is contextualised within Darwin's identification of 
music and song as a means to elicit an emotive response during the process of sexual 
selection. Chapter Four (Dialogues on The Nature of Female Spirituality: The Mass in 
D and The Prison) similarly draws upon Darwin's discussion of female spiritual belief 
as a consequence of woman's primitive evolutionary status. The reception of ‘The 
Mass in D’ (1893) and ‘The Prison’ (1931) are subsequently discussed in relation to 
this ideology26.
In Women Musicians in Victorian Fiction, 1860-1900: Representations of Music, 
Science and Gender in the Leisure Home (2002), Phyllis Weliver has applied the 
socio-scientific ideologies of Darwin and his contemporaries, to an evolutionary 
understanding of female musicians as represented within Victorian fiction. Weliver’s 
research is significant on a number of levels. Firstly, she successfully establishes a 
link between the creation of art and popular socio-scientific culture. In her discussion 
of George Eliot’s novels, Weliver, identifies the impact of evolutionary theory upon 
Eliot’s perception of musical creativity;
George Eliot’s heroines have a unique relationship with music. They learn to 
live within ordinary domestic settings despite their affinity with grander 
schemes. Music, often provoking idealism in their inner lives, helps them to 
rise above the ordinariness of daily experiences, and is expressed through the 
discourses of German philosophy and evolutionary theory.
Weliver, 2002,148.
Weliver, applies Darwin’s identification of music as a legacy of sexual selection to 
Eliot’s use of the social and sexual context of performance. In the instance of the 
character Maggie Tulliver {The Mill on The Floss, 1860 ), music as an evolutionary
Reader (1957).
See Chapter Four: The Spirit. Nature and the Pastoral.
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legacy of sexual selection, and as such, exerts a powerful influence upon Maggie’s 
subconscious; ‘music encourages angelic actions to surface in Maggie, but it also 
lures her into dangerous forgetfulness in her relationship with Stephen.’ (Weliver, 
2002, pg 148.). This is a polarity, which for Weliver Eliot, wishes to expose. Eliot’s 
characterisation of Maggie from an informed socio-scientific position, (Weliver 
informs us that Eliot was a student of Spencer, Schopenhauer and Darwin), is, 
therefore, illustrative of the prominence of scientific ideologies within Victorian 
society. In this context, Eliot’s novels function as a social commentary, providing a 
unique perspective as the work of a woman artist who operates within an 
understanding of the dominant socio-scientific masculine ideologies. In Chapter 
Four, ‘ A Victorian Spirit’, Smyth’s interpretation of an influential cultural text, ‘The 
Imitation of Christ’ (Thomas A Kempis 1418 ), is compared to that of Maggie 
Tuliver, who similarly encounters the text within Eliot’s ‘Mill on The Floss’. In this 
context, Eliot’s treatment of the A Kempis text, provides a commentary and socio- 
scientific context in which to evaluate Smyth’s own interpretation of the text.
However, whilst Weliver establishes the relevance of Darwin’s evolutionary theory to 
an understanding of musical power upon the subconscious of women performers and 
listeners, this relationship is not fully examined in relation to the female composer. In 
Chapter One ‘Female Compositional Language as a Primitive Evolutionary Legacy’, I 
shall discuss the impact of evolutionary theory upon the creation and reception of 
female compositional identity.
The work of sexologist Havelock Ellis27, as a latter-day Victorian, also forms a 
significant socio-scientific data source within the discussion of Smyth’s female and 
sexual identity. His writings are similarly used as a means to critique and expand
27 Ellis, as a late Victorian scientist and intellectual, uses Darwin’s writings as a 
theoretical basis for his own exploration of gender construction, evolutionary status 
and sexual development. As a counterpart to Freud and the realm of the subconscious, 
Ellis sought to define cultural behaviour through the totality of the body as a physical 
text. His most influential publications include; Man and Woman (1894), A Study of 
British Genius (1904) and The Psychology of Sex (1933) - see Bibliography for 
details.
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upon Darwinian ideology. It is important to note, however, that the perception of 
scientific thought occupied a culturally contentious position within Victorian popular 
culture, in many respects uniting philosophical and poetic forms with scientific belief. 
In his preface to Ellis’s collected writings. Selected Essays (ed. Collis 1936), Collis 
identifies Ellis’s duality as a scientist and artist; ‘His Herculean task as a scientist, 
and his wide intellectual knowledge, have blinded many to the fact that he is a mystic 
and that all his work is informed with poetic vision’ (Ellis, ed Collis, 1936, pg vii). 
The correlation between scientific culture and the poetic arts clearly contextualises 
the control of art within socio-scientific classification. Woman’s position in relation 
to both art and science, therefore forms the basis of her biological and creative 
subjugation. This concept is discussed more fully in Chapters Two and Four, which 
discuss classifications of Smyth’s works in relation to scientific metaphor28.
Smyth and the cultural paradox of the 'lady' composer
Writing in 1922, Sydney Grew in Our Favourite Musicians from Stanford to 
Holbrooke identifies Smyth as: ‘the greatest woman musician of her time’ (Grew, 
1922, pg 21.). Grew’s classification of Smyth is significant on a number of levels, 
most notably the cultural differentiation of women composers from their male 
contemporaries; Smyth is contextualised solely in relation to female ‘musicians’ as 
opposed to the larger cultural framework of her male contemporaries.
In addition to Smyth, Grew makes reference to ‘Katherine Eggar, Katheleen 
Bruckshaw, Ethel Boyce, Liza Lehmann and Marian Arkwright’, as a selection of 
‘genuine’ composers, (pg 21.) This is a distinction with Fuller, (1998) identifies as 
highly revealing; ‘The idea that there may have been women composers who were 
somehow not genuine is a strange concept’ (Fuller, 1998, pg 12.). In many respects, 
Grew’s comments reflect the secondary status of female composers and their location
28 See Chapter One: Female Compositional Language as a Primitive Evolutionary 
Legacy, and Chapter Four: The Scientification of the Spirit.
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in relation to the emerging compositional canon during the early decades of the 
twentieth centmy.
In this regard, the writings of the American critic George Upton {Women in Music, 
1890) provide a valuable insight into the position of the 'lady' composer within late 
Victorian musicological culture. Upton focuses his discussion primarily upon the 
absence of works by women composers from the 'modem' concert repertoire;
who is to represent woman in music? While a few women during the last two 
centuries, have created a few works, now utterly unknown, no woman during 
that time has written a piece of music that is in the modem repertory. Man has 
been the creative representative. ... In the symphony, in opera, in oratorio, 
even in the lesser realm of chamber music, woman has either been silent, or 
what she has attempted to create has had but an ephemeral existence.
Upton, 1890, pg 19.
It is significant that Upton's discussion polarises musical women into one of two 
cultural roles, initially as man’s creative muse, or in the role of performer as the
interpreter of 'his' creative voice29. However, in many respects (given the rising 
cultural prominence of women musicians within late nineteenth-century Europe) 
Upton’s assessment of women as ‘silent’ and ‘ephemeral’ within composition culture 
is surprising. Stephen S. Stratton, author of Women in Relation to Musical Art 
(Proceedings of the Musical Association 3, 1882-3), was one of a number of male 
authors who identified the absence of women from the historical canon of 
composition as a cultural as opposed to a congenital deficiency.
Is there any difference between the male and female brain? Are the nervous 
systems of the sexes alike? It is generally believed that woman is only fit for 
such and such work, and that other kinds belong exclusively to man; but that 
law has been laid down by man, and from such decision woman should now 
have court of appeal.
Stratton, 1882-3, pg 130.
29 '...the subject naturally divides itself into two heads; first, the influence of woman in 
encouraging the great composers to labour, and inspiring them in the production of
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However, the absence of women from the historical compositional canon extended to 
encompass broader cultural issues than gender alone. Paula Gillett in Musical Women 
in England 1870-1914: Encroaching on all Man's Privileges (2002), discusses the 
cultural implications of professional and amateur status upon women musicians. 
Gillett’s discussion evaluates firstly the limitations of womens’ roles as performers 
and composers in relation to gendered cultural constraints; ‘by the middle decades of 
the nineteenth century, the main professional roles for British women musicians 
expanded to include pianist and church organist as well as singer and actress; (Gillett, 
2000, pg 306.). In addition, Gillett expands her discussion to evaluate key cultural 
concerns such as social class; ‘Female pianists abounded in the Victorian era. The 
piano, labelled along with the guitar and harp as an instrument most suitable for the 
Victorian lady to bear, became a fixture in every upper-middle-class parlour and a 
status for the lower classes.’ (pg 306.)
The distinction between amateur and professional status was highly complex and 
extended beyond an economic distinction between the 'paid’ professional and the 
amateur. As Fuller suggests; ‘There were many reasons why the boundaries between 
the two categories were somewhat blurred in the late 19th century and early 20th 
centuries. Some musicians who were regarded as professionals did raise money by 
performing in public, usually, but not exclusively, for charity concerts’ (Fuller, 1998, 
Pg 45.)
In a compositional career spanning fifty years30, receiving honorary doctorates from 
the Universities of Durham (1910) and Cambridge (1920), and a Damehood in 1922 
('the feminine equivalent of knighthood as the reward of her music' - Scholes, 1947, 
vol 2, pg 886), Smyth represents a cultural dichotomy between the musicological 
status of the woman composer, and that of her male contemporaries. In the first two
their first works, and second, the relation of woman to the performance of vocal and 
instrumental music.' (Upton, 1890, pg 15-16).
30Bennett (cited in Crichton, 1989, pg 373 - 381) provides a comprehensive list of 
Smyth's compositional output dating from the &47S-part song We Watched her
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decades of the twentieth century, Smyth shared the British public compositional arena 
with her a number of male composers who have become synonymous with the British 
musical renaissance, most notably Parry, Stanford, Bantock, and Elgar31 However, for 
Smyth, the prominent positions held by these individuals within the ‘academic’ 
sphere32(an arena denied to women as students until relatively late in the nineteenth 
century33) represented the fundamental cultural gender divisions within culturally 
determined perceptions of compositional value;
When in 1889 I came back to England from Leipzig where I had learned my 
trade, and where my work had been publicly performed, I found myself up 
against a brick wall. Chief among the denizens of the Groove at that time were 
Parry, Stanford and Sullivan.
Smyth, 1933, pg 38.
Upton, in his Standard Musical Biographies (1910), analogises this relationship 
between Smyth's male contemporaries and the academic environment within his 
discussion of Stanford's compositional style; ‘his work is academic rather then 
emotional or strongly dramatic, and is always scholarly' (Upton, 1910, pg 454). 
Upton's biography is interesting in a number of respects, particularly as he focuses
breathing through the Night (1876) to Prelude on a Traditional Irish Air (1938). This 
source remains the most complete listing to date.
3IParry (1848-1918), Stanford (1852-1924), Elgar (1857-1934), Bantock (1868-1946).
32Stanford taught composition at the Royal College of Music from 1883 (moving onto 
a post at Cambridge in 1887). Parry became Director of the Royal College of Music 
in 1894, and Professor of Music at Oxford from 1900-8. Elgar became Professor of 
music at Birmingham University (1905-8). Bantock founded the New Musical Review 
(1893), and became director of the Birmingham and Midland Institute School of 
Music in 1900. Smyth held no academic positions. In this context, her honorary 
degrees can be perceived purely as gestures as opposed to a reflection of Smyth’s 
compositional prowess. As Smyth herself was to comment in 1928; ‘D.Mus, via 
tennis, golf and literature, is a splendid and quite normal instance of causation as it 
really is, though not perhaps as it should be!’ (Smyth, 1928, pg 41).
33Scholes, The Mirror of Music 1844-1944 (1947 vol 2), in a composite of articles 
featured in The Musical Times (from 1850 to the mid 1940's) outlines the position of 
women music students in relation to universities (Scholes, 1947 vol 2, pg 680 - 682). 
Scholes reports that the first woman to receive a music degree from Cambridge 
University was Elsie Baron Briggs of Girton College; 'she had taken the degree in 
1915, but it was not awarded until 1927' (1947 pg 682). In this climate, the possibility 
of a woman assuming a senior academic post was to remain implausible until the mid 
decades of twentieth century.
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upon Stanford's academic achievements as a direct recourse to compositional success. 
Smyth, in comparison, seeks to distance herself from the 'masculine' aesthetic of 
compositional complexity, a value which she clearly equates with the music of the 
'inner circle';
...against a boring bit of music by an Inner Circle composer that somehow or 
other goes the round it is not easy to protest. Some will register a vow never to 
listen to that man's music again, but a good few believe that just because it 
bored them it must be good.
Smyth, 1933, pg 17.
Smyth's remarks reveal the location of self, outside of 'the Groove', a term used by 
Smyth to denote the workings of the 'inner circle' of composers, perpetuated and 
legitimised by the perceived autonomy of academia; 'University men attached to our 
musical institutions' (Smyth, 1936, pg 172). In many respects however, Smyth’s 
negative perception of the ‘academic’ sphere was largely unfounded. Whilst women 
were traditionally excluded from a University education until relatively late in the 
nineteenth century, the provincial music festivals held an important position within 
performance culture, enabling performances of large-scale works.
A diary entry by Virginia Woolf (June 2nd 1931, ed 1983.), identifies Smyth’s disdain 
for the academic music establishment as a source of misguided vindication; ‘she 
fabricates a theory (about her kinship with the common man, & her consequent 
failure to attract the sophisticated, who control the Ring, so that Bax, Vaughn 
Williams &c - are done. But she is not’ (pg 29.)
However, it is significant to note that Smyth was amongst a minority within her 
female contemporaries who did not seek tuition at one of the London colleges. In this 
context it may be assumed that she felt excluded from the enviable comradeship and 
valuable opportunities for performance, granted to female composition students by 
the ‘academy’34.
34 Rosalind Ellicott (1957-1924) and Dora Bright (1963-1951), were amongst Smyth’s 
female contemporaries to study at the Royal Academy of Music.
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Smyth’s decision to study composition in Leipzig as opposed to London may 
however, not be interpreted as disdain for academic institutions. For women of the 
upper social classes, studying at a British institution represented exposure to the lower 
social classes. As Fuller (1998) suggests; ‘The main obstacle excluding middle-class 
women from gaining a formal education or training in music at the music schools was 
the issue of respectability and propriety rather than systemic exclusion’ (pg 51.). In 
this context, it is significant to note that Smyth’s female contemporaries; Alice Mary 
Smith (1839-1844) and Liza Lehmann (1862-1918), also member of the upper-middle 
classes, sought private tuition at home or abroad as opposed to an education at British 
academies35.
An article in The Musical Times (July 1942) by Marjorie Locke seeks to establish the 
'inner circle' as the overwhelming factor in the cultural suppression of the publication 
and performance of Smyth's large-scale works.
The public is not wholly to blame for its unfamiliarity with Dame Ethel's 
music. Indifference in influential circles has resulted in a tendency to impute 
the fault to the concert-goers in failing to create a demand for music which 
they are never given a chance to hear.
Locke, The Musical Times. July 1942, pg 219.
Locke's remarks reveal the duality inherent within the cultural construction of the 
'lady composer', who remains excluded from the legitimising forces of academia as a 
consequence of gender, yet similarly attracts public attention by the cultural 
phenomenon of her presence in a masculine dominated field. The latter position has 
frequently been cited by critics as a means to diminish the largely positive reception 
of Smyth's works within the public arena. Of Smyth's six operas composed between 
1892 and 1924, Der Wald (1901) remains unique (to date) as the only opera by a 
woman composer to have received a performance at the New York Metropolitan 
Opera House (March 1903). However, while Smyth recounts the response of the 
audience on this occasion as overwhelmingly favourable ('on the first night the
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applause went on, so I was told, for ten minutes' - Smyth, 1940, pg 217), the critics 
sought to classify this success within the realm of female experience. The reviewer 
from Music and Drama (March 1903) seeks to locate the positive audience response 
as a consequence of the composer’s gender, as opposed to compositional ability; 'had 
Der Wald been written by a man, it would not have been acclaimed as it was 
yesterday' {Music and Drama, 1903, cited by Yohalem in www.metopera.org). It was 
a sentiment similarly reiterated in George Bernard Shaw's review of the 1890 Crystal 
Palace premiere of Smyth's Serenade in D (1889); 'we should have resented our 
disappointment less had we known that our patience was being drawn on by a young 
lady instead of some male Smyth' (Shaw, The Star, 1890,2nd May).
Smyth found the cultural signification of the ‘woman composer’ label both infuriating 
and problematic; ‘in moments of after-dinner expansiveness, “our premier woman 
composer” (Smyth, 1928, pg 23.). It is indeed significant that despite Smyth’s high 
cultural profile she remained unable to disassociate herself from a cultural 
understanding of female gender inequality. However, as discussed in Chapter 2, ‘The 
Male Impersonator: Smyth’s Sexual and Compositional Genesis’, the identification of 
masculine sexual characteristics within the androgynous ‘mind-set’ of the body, 
provided a source of cultural legitimisation and creative disguise. For many 
composers, however, sex considerations could be avoided by the concealment of 
gender36.
From a contemporary perspective, therefore, the location of women composers within 
late nineteenth-century performance culture remains ambiguous. Whilst female 
composers remain largely undocumented within mainstream academic texts, access to 
recordings, concert programmes and other historical source materials presents the
35 Lehmann, attended classes given by ‘the Swedish Nightingale’ Jenny Lind. Alice 
Mary Smith received private tuition. (Fuller, 1994)
36 In her autobiography A Goldfish Bowl (1972), Elizabeth Lutyens discusses her use 
of gender ambiguity during the early years of her compositional career. Lutyens used 
the title ‘A.E’, in attempt to avoid ‘the sex war’ and the influence of negative gender 
ideologies upon the reception of her work, (pg 61.)
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musicologist with a means to formulate an objective perspective of female 
performance and compositional culture within the mainstream musical establishment. 
The programming of the Queen's Hall Promenade concerts, established in 189337, is 
highly revealing in this respect. Whilst the concert series was designed to reflect 
popular musical tastes38, the promotion of new works (particularly by British 
composers) formed an important component of its ideological approach. Lebrecht, in 
Music in London: A History and A Handbook (1989), identifies the promenade 
concerts as unique in this respect, in the context of a performance culture which 
sought to perpetuate the European canon of Western Art music, as opposed to 
establishing a strong British compositional tradition39. For Patricia Young {The Story 
of The Proms - BBC Publications) writing in 1950, 'the ideal has been maintained that 
young composers and artists alike may be given the opportunity to be heard and to set 
their feet on the ladder of musical fame' (Young, The Story of The Proms, 1950, pg 
11). Youngs survey, provides a comprehensive catalogue of concert programmes help 
at he proms during the years 1895-1936. During this period eight hundred and forty 
new works received performances as part of the seasonal programmes40. Of these 
works, however, only twenty-one were composed by women41. Of the women
37The concert series was based upon the English Opera House concerts (based upon 
the European 'promenade' style concert) founded in 1838. The Queen's Hall 
promenade concerts relocated to the newly built Royal Albert Hall 1941 after the 
Queen's Hall was destroyed during World War II {The Story of The Proms, BBC, 
1950, pg 9 -30).
38 The traditional 'composer' nights were instituted straight away, and though in these 
early days the second half of each concert was always devoted to light popular items, 
the first half on Monday belonged to Wagner, on Tuesday to Sullivan, on Wednesday 
to classical music, on Thursday to Schubert, on Friday again to classical works, with 
Saturday ... in a more light-hearted vein.’ {The Story of The Proms, BBC, 1950, pg 
12).
39The cultural status of the promotion of new music is reflected by Lebrecht in 
presentation of documentary evidence relating to government subsidies of the arts. In 
1908 for example, £347,731 was allocated to museums, art and literature, as opposed 
to a total of £1,000 government sponsorship of music (Lebrecht 1989, pg 80).
40The programmes ran during the summer months from eight to ten weeks in duration, 
with the exception of 1924. New works were also offered as part of the winter season 
in 1901,1932-33 and 1934-5 (BBC 1950, pg 74 - 96).
41 The works performed are as follows: 1896 season, Cecile Chaminde's The New 
Suite d'Orchestra 'Callirhoe'; 1899: Amy Horrocks, Orchestral Ballade 'The Romaunt
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composers presented, Smyth assumes the dominant position, with six of her works
programmed for performance. In comparison with new works by her male
contemporaries, Smyth would appear to receive an equitable number of performances
of new works. Between 1895 to 1938, Elgar received ten performances of new works;
Percy Pitt, ten; Granville Bantock, six; Granger, five and Stanford, three42. This
evidence would suggest that Smyth's claim of alienation from the mainstream canon
of performance is largely unfounded. A further evaluation of the proms seasons
strongly implies that all works composed by British male and female composers,
occupied a secondary position in relation to the Germanic canon of works by Wagner,
Brahms and Bach. A letter to the editor of The Times (September 1928) proves highly
revealing in this regard;
Who are the favourite composers of the British public? If the Promenard [sic] 
concerts are any guide, then Wagner would seem to be the most popular. 
Seventy-one of the items being played this season are his. Bach and Beethoven 
are each represented by thirty of their works. Brahms comes fourth with 
nineteen works to his credit, closely followed by Mozart with eighteen, 
Tchaikovsky and Handel share fifth place with sixteen items apiece. Of the 
contemporary composers Strauss comes first with nine, with Elgar a good 
second (eight works).
M. Arostodes, The Times, 1928, September 28th, pg 8.
However for Locke, it is the lack of subsequent performances, and Smyth’s omission 
from the standard repertoire of concert works, which negates the effectiveness of 
individually successful performances; 'To form a judgement of a large-scale work 
from a single performance is an impossibility for the average listener' (Locke, The
of the Page'-, 1902 Ethel Smyth, Dances from 'Der Wald'; 1923, Four Choral 
Preludes; 1925, Intermezzo and Overture from Entente Cordiale; 1930, Anacreontic 
Ode for Baritone and Orchestra; 1932: Fete Galante; 1934: Entente Cordiale; 1907: 
Ethel Barnes, Concertstuck in D Minor for Violin and Orchestra; 1909: Leone 
Sinigaglia, Danze Piemontese, opus 31, nos. 1 and 2; 1914: Kathleen Bruckshaw, 
Piano Concerto in C Major; 1917: Dora Bright, Suite Bretonne for Flute and 
Orchestra; 1919: Dorothy Howell, Symphonic poem 'Lamia*; 1921: Koong Shee (a 
ballet); 1923, Piano Concerto in D Minor; 1928, Overture 'The Rock'; 1925: Susan 
Spain-Dunk, Idyll for String Orchestra; 1926, Concerto Overture 'The Kentish 
Downs; 1927, Poem for orchestra 'Elaine'; 1926: Germaine Talleferre, Ballade for 
Piano and Orchestra; 1930: Elizabeth Maconchy, Suite 'The Land'; 1936, Piano 
Concerto (BBC 1950, pg 74 - 96).
42 See Appendix One for full details of works performed, and corresponding season.
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Musical Times, July 1942, pg 219). Writing in 1959, Dale (St. John 1959) identifies
Smyth’s role in the securing of a limited number of performances for her large-scale
compositional works;
During her lifetime, pubic performances of her works were few and far 
between. They seldom took place unless instigated by the composer herself or 
her supporters, and even then, often under conditions so far from ideal that the 
music could not make its fullest effect.
Dale, St. John, 1959, pg 288.
As Dale implies, Smyth held a contentious relationship with concert selection
committees, and particularly the music publishing industry. The majority of her
publications were self-financed, or rather assisted by the funding of female
‘patrons’43. In As Time Went On ... (1936), Smyth addresses this phenomenon with
specific reference to The Mass in D (1893) and her attempts to persuade Novello &
Co to reissue the work as a response to its positive reception;
You also say the revival of the Mass has cost you a good deal of money, and 
that during all these years it has brought you in nothing. We venture to remark 
that if you get no profit, you at all events get pleasure and Kudos, whereas we 
see no probability that the accounts will ever show a balance in our favour. 
Moreover, we get very little pleasure and no Kuddos out of publishing what 
must be written down a failure.
Novello & Co., Ltd, Smyth, 1936, pg 174.
In this context, Novello & Co. clearly locate the publication of Smyth’s works within 
the realm of ‘vanity publishing’ - a perception commonly reiterated within 
evaluations of Smyth’s compositional works. An article in The Musical Times (July 
1944) regards the performances of Smyth’s works within a similar vein; ‘it has been 
evident, without any malicious thought, that these works have been performed more 
for the composer’s sake than for their own’ (pg 207.)
The validity of Smyth's biographical writings as a data source
To the musicologist and cultural historian, Smyth embodies a unique duality in her 
roles as composer and social historian, completing ten volumes of memoirs beginning
43 The American millionairess Maiy Dodge was notable in this respect, providing 
£1000 towards the cost of staging The Wreckers (1904) at His Majesty’s Theatre
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with Impression That Remained (2 Volumes, 1919) and ending with What Happened 
Next (1940)44. In addition her output includes a number of articles and 
correspondence within the popular press45. Her autobiographical writings (referred to 
by Smyth as her second string, music being the first46) provide a socio-historical 
commentaiy of composition, performance and domestic life within Victorian popular 
culture. As Edward J. Dent {A Theatre for Everybody, 1945) was to comment; 'Ethel 
Smyth's autobiography ... is a chapter of general social and operatic history' (Dent, 
1945, Crichton, 1989, pg 14). Similarly, Virginia Woolf in her response to 
Impressions the Remained (1919), states that Smyth epitomises 'the soul of the 
nineties' (Woolf, Lee, 1996, pg 586).
Clearly, however, as 'the heroic propagandist in her own life' (Wood 1993), Smyth's 
writings remain highly subjective and function primarily as a means to promote a 
public compositional identity within a cultural climate largely unreceptive to the 
female composer. However, what is significant about Smyth’s biographical writings, 
is that they provide a deliberate interaction between Smyth and the British public. In 
this context, the autobiographical writings, in contrast to Smyth’s unpublished letters.
(Covent Garden 22 June 1909) and in the securing of Beecham’s services as a 
conductor (Collis, 1084, pg 96).
^Details of Smyth's books are as follows:
Impressions that Remained (2 volumes, Longmans Green and Co) 1919
Streaks of Life (Longmans Green and Co) 1921
A Three-Legged Tour in Greece (Heinemann) 1927
A Final Burning of Boats (Longmans Green and Co) 1928
Female Pipings in Eden (Peter Davies) 1933
Beecham and Pharaoh (Chapman and Hall) 1935
As Time Went On... (Longmans Green and Co) 1936
Inordiante (?) Affection (Cresset Press) 1936
Maurice Baring (Heinemann) 1938
What Happened Next (Longmans Green and Co) 1940
45 Smyth’s articles include; ‘England, Music, and - Women’ {The English Review 22 
1916. pg 187-198.) and ‘Reply to a Pessimistic Champion’ {The Sackbut Apn\ 1929. 
pg 289-294)
46Smyth discusses the circumstances surrounding the beginnings of her literary career 
in the 'prologue' to What Happened Next (1940), describing literature as her 'second 
string' (1940, pg 1-2).
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diaries and personal correspondence, are ‘public’ and, therefore, of direct relevance to 
a discussion regarding Smyth’s culturally constructed compositional persona.
As Smyth writing in 1928, in A Final Burning of Boats was to comment; 'Unless you 
are in a certain set, you have to organise a push yourself if anything is to happen' 
(Smyth, 1928, pg 33). Smyth goes on to identify her publications as successful in this 
respect, highlighting their role in the creation of a compositional identity; '1919 
brought about the turn in my tide, for in that year I published 'Impressions that 
Remained', with the result that people began asking about the author's music.' (1928, 
pg 33). For Smyth, her writings became an important forum in which to document 
and promote her compositional identity, in the continued absence of her works from 
legitimate academic sources;
A musical authority recently wrote a book on English Opera, and as his 
brother is a good friend of mine, I was surprised at not getting a copy. But this 
surprise evaporated when I heard that in this book there is not the faintest 
mention of myself and the five operas of mine that have been produced since 
1900 in England.
Smyth, 1928, pg 38.
Vita Sackville-West (St. John 1959), in Ethel Smyth The Writer, identifies Smyth's 
writings as an intrinsic part of her cultural identity; Her letters and her books are all 
the same. They are Her. She might concisely have entitled her successive books ME 
ONE, ME TWO, ME THREE' (Sackville-West, St. John, 1959, pg 246). In the 
preface to A Final Burning of Boats (1928), Smyth acknowledges the duality of her 
creative roles - her ‘first’ and ‘second strings’ - identifying the latter as a vehicle in 
which to expose the mechanics of the 'music machine'; 'someone, that is to say some 
woman, must speak out; and being at odd moments a writer as well as a composer; I 
have no choice' (Smyth, 1928, pg 5).
The success of Smyth's biographical persona was, however, in many respects to prove 
counterproductive, detracting from Smyth's primary role as composer. Upon her death 
in 1944, a series of obituary articles evaluated her career in terms of an 
autobiographical (as opposed to compositional) legacy. An article featured in The
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Times (May 1944), shortly after Smyth's death, summarises her creative abilities thus; 
'She had a greater command of words than of notes ... her books of autobiography 
may be her most permanent monument' (The Times, May 10th 1944, pg 6). Similarly, 
The Music Times (July 1944) contextualises its discussion of Smyth's compositional 
output, idiom and style, within the framework of her biographical legacy;
Ethel Smyth the composer receded into the background ... she was winning a 
bright new reputation of a totally different order. She wrote one 
autobiographical book after another, and such was her skill in authorship that 
her books were read by countless people who had never heard a note of her 
music. She became a public character and remained one until advanced age 
drew the curtain.
The Musical Times, July 1944, pg 207.
The comments of both authors may be regarded as an effective indication of woman's 
higher prominence within the literary (as opposed to compositional) canon, and 
therefore award Smyth's literary persona a greater cultural legitimisation within the 
context of Victorian cultural mores. Smyth's overwhelming contempt for the 'Musical 
Machine' (one of a number of terms she uses to denote the power of academic bodies 
upon the selection of works for performance and publication - 'the fact this it is 
worked entirely by men; that committees are very conservative, very prejudiced 
bodies' - Smyth 1933, pg 38) is effectively derided as a personal and highly 
sensationalised (as opposed to objective) account of woman’s true location within 
mainstream musical life. A review of her 1940 publication What Happened Next, 
published in The Times Literary Supplement (June 1940) highlights the prominence of 
'the historical theme' as a dramaticised rather than factual account of Smyth's 
compositional career;
One theme running through it - the historical theme - is that of the almost 
incredible series of struggles and misfortunes, here and there broken by a 
triumph, which attended the author's professional career as a composer.
The Times Literary Supplement, June 29th 1940, pg 318.
Significantly the reviewer refers to Smyth’s ‘professional’ career as composer, a 
statement which effectively diminishes the status of her writing to an amateur or 
secondary profession. However, the review also attempts to diminish Smyth’s status
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as a composer. Her accounts of the hardships and obstacles endured as a woman 
composer are contextualised within a patriarchal culture of performance and 
publication. This functions as a source of counter-mythology, which effectively 
negates the significance of these events and as such Smyth's cultural status as a 
'serious' composer;
The effect of her composition, she freely admits, was disastrous upon the 
conductors who agreed to perform them. Mysterious maladies immediately 
afflicted those who, in genuine admiration, undertook them, intrigues grew 
like nettles ... How she survived the long series of battles will ever be a marvel 
to her readers, though they no longer need sympathise.
The Times Literary Supplement, June 29th, 1940, pg 318.
Smyth's writing is characterised by a lack of formality and prose written in a largely 
conversational style, with frequent allusions to intimacy; 'Dear reader' (Smyth, 1921, 
pg 242). Whilst this might arguably be interpreted as an aspect of 'feminine' literary 
style47, the memoirs fall within the category of light literature and as such, within high 
art ideologies, are discredited in terms of their socio-historical significance. Woolf 
(1919, ed. 1945) discusses the correlation between female domestic experience and 
the evolution of a feminine writing style thus;
And so, since no woman of sense and modesty could write books ... letters did 
not count. A woman might write letters whilst she was sitting by her father's 
sick-bed. She could write them by the fire whilst the men talked without 
disturbing them.
Woolf, 1945, pg 63.
In this context, Smyth's contextualisation of her critique of the music establishment 
within the genre of memoir (as opposed to the formalised style of an academic text) 
can be regarded as indicative of ‘female’ literary style. Smyth makes several 
unorthodox citations of concert reviews and articles relating to her compositional 
works, adding italics to emphasise aspects of the reviews she finds significant;
47Virginia Woolf discusses the derision of female literature on the basis of its 
traditionally domestic (as opposed to worldly) subject matter; ‘This is an insignificant 
book because it deals with the feelings of women in a drawing-room’ (1929, ed 1945, 
Pg 74).
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these elements are blended in a personality so intense and individual as to 
fuse and re-cast them all; and the result is music that only an English 
composer could have written, and that marks a new departure in English 
music life.' - Pierre Lalao, Le Temps, June 29, 1908
Smyth, 1928, pg 25-6.
In the instance of the above review (relating to the 1908 Paris performance of Smyth's 
String Quartet in E minor (1878) and her chamber songs, Odette, La Danse, Chrysilla 
and Ode Anacreontique (1907)), Smyth's use of italics appears superfluous to the 
argument, and may alienate the reader who identifies their use as an act of egoism 
(rather than illustration). Locating Smyth's biographical output amongst the 'light 
literature' of the Victorian age. Vita Sackville-West (in Ethel Smyth the Writer - St. 
John, 1959) identifies the presence of Smyth's ego as the overwhelming detrimental 
factor to the validity of her writings within contemporaneous literary culture; 
'Blinkered egotism could scarcely have driven at greater gallop along so determined a 
road. But although often a nuisance, Ethel was never a bore' (Sackville West, St. 
John, 1959 pg 245).
Smyth's cast of notable society and musical personalities, such as Brahms, 
Tchaikovsky, Henry (Harry) Brewster, The Princess de Poulanc, Vernon Lee, Thomas 
Beecham and Mary Benson amongst others, who dominate the narrative themes of her 
biographical writings, are similarly regarded as distracting from the validity of her 
writings as musicological commentary. The author of Smyth's obituary in The 
Musical Times states that Her skill and vivacity with the pen do not prevent these 
sophisticated people from becoming a little tiresome' {The Musical Times, July 1944, 
pg 207-8).
In many respects, the diversity of reception towards Smyth's literary output closely 
reflects and perpetuates cultural distinctions between high and low art, and 
subsequent classifications of value. The juxtaposition of the domestic and social 
concerns, such as dinner menus ('Being true artists both Henschel and I were greedy, 
and the menu was as follows: clear soup, creamed lobsters, pigeons, fillet of beef.
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pheasant, apple tart, coffee jelly, charlotte russe, stuffed olives, dessert' 48- Smyth, 
1936, pg 170) with significant compositional events (in this instance, the Royal Albert 
Hall premiere of the Mass in D (1893) - 'the performance next day was, I believe, a 
really fine one. The soloists were Miss Esther Palliser (soprano), Madame Belle Cole 
(contralto), Mr Witkin Mills (bass) and the tenor was Mr. Ben Davies' - 1936, pg 
171), may similarly be interpreted as evidence of feminine superficiality.
As a source of documentary evidence, however, Smyth's writings provide a valuable 
insight into musical life at the turn of the twentieth century, and a unique account of 
the female composer’s position in relation to the mainstream musical establishment. 
The use of historical source materials, such as Smyth's biographical writings, forms a 
significant component of contemporary musicological research practice - particularly 
in the instance of women composers, who through historically limited access to 
academia, publication and performance, are largely undocumented within orthodox 
academic sources. Moisala and Diamond’s Telling Lives (in Music and Gender, 
2000), discusses the role of biographical and autobiographical writings within the 
cultural construction of compositional identity;
Musicology has prioritized "telling" lives - the lives, that is, of influential 
creative artists, the genius figures of European high art - to such an extent that 
is arguably unparalleled in most other scholarly domains. Furthermore, the 
peopling of European music histories with "great" artists in the "art music" 
domain and the relative anonymity of other musicians and other musics was a 
foundational but unexamined assumption underlying the formation of 
historical musicology.
Moisala and Diamond, 2000, pg 95.
Moisala and Diamond raise significant distinctions between the validity ascribed to 
text-based accounts of composers’ lives, and similarly their role in the perpetuation of 
the musical canon. Smyth is not unique in the publication of her memoirs. Composers 
Liza Lehmann {The Life of Liza Lehmann by Herself \9\9) and Maude Valerie While 
{Friends and Mémoires 1914), also published autobiographical volumes as a means to
48 The menu quoted by Smyth, formed the 'festival' dinner held by Smyth's sister, Mrs 
Mary Hunter, in celebration of The Mass in D's Albert Hall premiere of 18th March 
1983 (Smyth, 1936, pg 170).
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widespread self-publicity. Amongst her wider contemporaries, Thomas Beecham (A 
Mingled Chime, 1944), writer Maurice Baring {The Puppet Show of Memory, 1922)
and social commentator/novelist E.F.Benson49 all provide accounts of Victorian 
domestic and concert performance conditions. In Female Pipings in Eden (1933), 
Smyth firmly establishes the importance of such publications as historical 
documentation, for the benefit of subsequent generations;
Some people affirm that no one has written greater nonsense about great 
composers than other great composers; for instance, Wagner about Beethoven. 
But what I have in mind is the sort of running commentary on contemporary 
music that Schumann thought it his duty to make, the only thing at all like it 
to-day being Professor Tovey's programme notes, which will one day be 
collected, I fancy, and issued as a classic.
Smyth, 1933, pg 73.
The validity of the biographical text as data source is more fully discussed in Chapter 
Four: A Stained Reputation: The Cultural Construction of The Lady Composer (a 
discussion of Smyth’s semi-biographical characterisation within the popular novelist 
E.F. Benson’s best-selling novel The Dodo: A Detail of the Day (1893), with specific 
reference to the novel’s role in the creation of Smyth’s cultural identity as a Lady 
Composer).
In this context, the historical text provides a means of not only contextualising 
Smyth’s compositional status within her own society, but similarly functions as a 
critique of the socio-scientific cultural environment in which her compositional 
identity was created and received. What is significant about Smyth’s volumes of 
biography, however, is that they represent the public face of the composer, and as 
such, are intended by the composer to impact upon the reception and creation of her 
compositional identity. Whilst her private letters and diaries are an invaluable source 
of information, they fall outside the research criteria of cultural interaction, and as 
such do not contribute to an exploration of the socio-scientific iconography of the 
female composer. This thesis intends, therefore, to correlate the significance of 
Smyth’s compositional gender (as a signifier of cultural values) with the creation,
49 Author of numerous publications. See Bibliography for details.
34
construction and reception of Smyth’s compositional identity. As Smyth was herself 
to comment in A Final Burning of Boats (1928);
Why then, O men, go on assuming, as you had some right to do thirty or forty 
years ago, that whenever a woman’s music is in question a little splashing 
about with a paint brush and a packet of ‘women-composer-labels’ will meet 
the case? Is this not rather ‘paltry’
Smyth, 1928, pg 49.
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Chapter 1
Size Matters: Craniology, Creativity and Compositional Genre, 
the Socio-Scientific Construction of The Lady Composer
During the early decades of the twentieth century, the gender inequalities inherent within 
late nineteenth-century socio-scientific culture provided ‘new woman’, with a focus for 
disenfranchisement. Carroll Smith-Rosenberg in Discourses of Sexuality and Subjectivity". 
The New Woman 1870-1936i, discusses the re-appropriation of nineteenth-century 
mainstream gender ideologies, by early twentieth-century feminist writers and thinkers in 
search of cultural emancipation:
New woman of the 1920s adopted the sexual rhetoric of male physicians, sex 
reformers, politicians, and novelists.. Investing male images with feminist meaning, 
they sought to use male myths to repudiate male power - to turn the male world 
upside down.
Smith-Rosenberg, Duberman, Vicinus and Chauncey, 1999, pg 265.
Using Virginia Woolfs A Room of One's Own (1929) as an ideological model2, Smyth 
writing in the early 1930's, adopted the critical stance of the ‘new woman’, seeking to 
establish a debate between woman’s position in relation to the economic, educational and 
reproductive elements of composition, and the socio-scientific construction of womanhood:
Most of us have heard friendly commentators remark that though the liberal 
education of women is only in its infancy, we have already made a distinct mark in 
literature. If, then, nothing of the sort seems to be happening in music, surely it must 
be owing to some congenital defect in the female brain - some mysterious 
 ^ recalcitrancy to musical creation?
Smyth, 1933, pg 14.
1 Duberman, Vicinus and Chauncey, 1999, pg 246-293.
2 In October 1928, Woolf was asked to deliver a series of two lectures to Girton College 
Cambridge, on the proposed topic o f ‘women in fiction’. Woolfs lectures subsequently 
published in 1929 to wide critical acclaim (but equal controversy), discuss woman’s 
economic, historical and biological position in relation to the practical environmental 
requirements necessary for creativity to be successfully undertaken.
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Smyth’s comment regarding the concept of female gender as a manifestation of congenital 
deficiency, relates specifically to contemporaneous dialogues regarding gender. In this 
context, she acknowledges the legacy of socio-scientific ideologies upon the cultural 
perception of female creative identity. In A Final Burning of Boats (1928), an earlier 
discussion of her compositional career, Smyth forcefully establishes this connection by her 
reappropriation of biological metaphor:
This temptation to pretend that women are non-existent musically ... Is a microbe 
that will flourish comfortably, though perhaps surreptitiously, in the male organism, 
till there are enough women composers for it to die a natural death.
Smyth, 1928, pg 38.
The objectification of gender in terms of biological classification, formed the cornerstone 
of scientific methodologies. Late nineteenth-century scientific definitions of gender 
differentiation perpetuated the mythology of the body as a physical text, which placed a 
socio-scientific hierarchy upon physical form, characteristics and scale. The historical 
dominance of man in positions of cultural prominence was reflected, therefore, within the 
emerging biological hierarchy of the male body text. In this context size, (as an indicator of 
biological difference) functioned as an aesthetic judgement not only of cultural values 
which equated size with strength, but also as a means to classify and identify 
masculine/feminine characteristics as interrelated to biological fact. In The Descent of Man 
and Selection in Relation to Sex (1887), Darwin identifies size as a primary sexual 
characteristic and, therefore, a principal differential of sexual difference. Darwin observes: 
‘as is often the case, the sexes differ in size, the males are, I believe, always larger and 
stronger’ (Darwin, 1887, ed. 1981, pg 147).
Cultural interpretations of gender sought to reinforce this ideology. Light on Dark Corners 
“A Complete Sexual Science & Guide to Purity (Jefferis & Nichols, 1894, ed. 1967), a 
popular nineteenth-century educational and behavioural manual for women, expresses 
beauty and attraction as a reflection of dimensional aesthetics. In a chapter entitled ‘What 
Women Love in Men’, the authors seek to correlate sexuality and masculinity with physical 
stature:
Large men - Women naturally love men of strength, size and fine physique, a tall, 
large and strong man rather than a short, small and weak man. A woman always 
pities a weakly man, but rarely ever has love for him.
Jefferis & Nichols, 1894, ed. 1967, pg 7.
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In comparison, Jefferis & Nicholas, present femininity in terms of an aesthetic polarity of 
physical scale; ‘small feet and ankles are very attractive, because they are in harmony with 
a perfect female form’ (Jefferis & Nichols 1894, ed. 1867, pg 12). The equation of 
masculinity with largeness was to find its articulation within art and popular culture as the 
aesthetic of the ‘monumental', epitomised by the symphony and other large-scale 
compositional forms. For women, however, femininity held its own aesthetic of frailty and 
diminution, reflected ideologically within gender roles and the scientific and cultural 
promotion of woman’s creative, biological and intellectual miniaturisation. Writing in the 
mid-eighteenth century, English philosopher, Edmund Burke, identifies the correlation 
between feminine beauty and notions of frailty and diminutive status: ‘[beauty] where it is 
highest in the female sex, almost always carries with it an idea of weakness and 
imperfection. Women are very sensible of this’ (Burke, 1756, Carritt, 1931, pg 92).
In this context, the issue of size as a component of gender identity presents an oppositionaiy 
status between masculine/feminine form and scale. For Smyth, and her female 
contemporaries, a cultural reading of femininity resulted, therefore, in the relegation of 
women’s creative abilities to the composition of small-scale musical forms. As Gilbert and 
Gubar discuss (in relation to the literary canon) Inflection in the Sentence: The Woman 
Writer and the Anxiety of Authorship (1979)3, the cultural negation of woman’s creative 
identity has resulted in a female ‘anxiety of authorship’. This is an ideology clearly 
encoded within historical accounts of the female creative process. In a letter to her husband, 
Robert Schumann, regarding the genesis of a new work, Clara Schumman makes the 
comment: ‘It won’t be much but it will be something’(Schumann, Citron, 1993, pg 55.) 
Clara Schumann’s remark reveals a self identification of creativity within a cultural 
framework of femininity. Her reticence even to contextualise the work in terms of musical 
genre further diminishes the scale and, therefore, the value of the work in progress.
Whilst Schumann’s motives for belittling her own creative abilities before her composer 
husband are perhaps numerous and complex, her remark serves to illustrate the perceived 
incompatibility of feminine iconography with the creation of high art.
3 Warhol & Price Hemdl, 1997,
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Gilbert and Gubar, identify the desire to escape feminine cultural models of creativity as 
problematic. They argue that in order for woman to create using large-scale forms and 
genres, the female creator must seek identification with masculine culture. This is a process 
which will result in the location o f4 self outside of the culturally constructed female gender 
identity;4the act of writing will isolate or destroy her’ (Gilbert & Gubar, 1979, Warhol & 
Price Hemdl, 1997, pg 23).
In this context, the socio-scientific correlation between masculinity and largevity would 
result in a process of cultural defeminisation for the woman composer and, therefore, a 
problematic relationship to concurrent models of femininity. In musicological terms, this 
gender deviation was expressed through the use of masculine metaphor to indicate 
compositional characteristics such as power, strength and scale. Characteristics most readily 
associated with the socio-scientific iconography of masculinity. Writing in the 1970's 
musicologist Nicolas Slonimsky (1971) lacks the cultural vocabulary to classify Smyth’s 
compositional style as other than masculine: 4 [her] Wagneromantic operas reflected her 
distinctly mannish personality’(Slonimsky, 1971, pg 785) In this context, Slonimsky’s 
reference to Smyth’s imitation of masculine compositional styles and engendered 
personality, reveals the extent to which nineteenth-century gender ideologies were to 
influence the representation of women composers throughout the twentieth century^.
However, for Smyth,( as one of a number of late nineteenth-century women composers who 
worked with large scale compositional genres s) the threat of cultural masculinisation did 
not prove a barrier to composition, but as a deviation from feminine norms, functioned as 
source of negative signification. In this context, the work of the woman composer occupied 
a culturally alienated position in relation to both feminine and masculine models of 
creativity. As a result, the works occupied a contentious position in relation to
4 For a more details discussion of the masculinisation of women composers, see chapter 
two: The male Impersonator: Smyth’s Sexual and Compositional Genesis.
5 Composer’s such as Rosalind Ellicott (1875-1924), and Alice Mary Smith (1839-1844), 
both achieved numerous public performance of large scale works during the late 
nineteenth century. Smith’s overture to The Masque of Pandora received public 
performances at the New Philharmonic Society, the Crystal Palace Saturday concerts 
and the Liverpool Philharmonic Society from 1878 (Fuller, 1994, pg 284) Similarly 
Ellicott secured public performances for a number of large scale works including The 
Dramatic Overture, performed at the Crystal Palace in 1891, and again in the United 
States in May 1893' (Fuller, 1994, pg 4)
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musicological texts, a factor which may account for their subsequent omission:
A musical authority recently wrote a book on English Opera, and as his brother is a 
good friend of mine, I was surprised at not getting a copy. But this surprise 
evaporated when I heard that in this book there is not the faintest mention of myself 
and the five operas of mine that have been produced in England since 1900.
Smyth, 1928, pg 38.
Smyth’s operas received numerous public performances both in London and on the 
continent6, therefore, her omission from the anonymous publication to which she refers is 
as she states surprising, particularly given Smyth’s coverage within contemporaneous texts?. 
Smyth s comment would therefore suggest that large scale compositional works provide a 
source of conflict between the capabilities of the culturally-constructed female ‘composer’ 
and the iconography of compositional forms. As the following comment by Smyth, implies, 
gender ideology remained inescapable for both the woman composer and her works: ‘I was 
not a composer among composers, but a ‘lady composer’ (Smyth, 1928, pg 23-4). In this 
context, her omission from opera text book may be interpreted as a value distinction on the 
part of the author between Smyth’s operas and those of her male contemporaries. The 
cultural indivisibility of Smyth from her compositional works was identified by Grew in 
Our Favourite Musicians from Stanford to Holbrooke ( 1922), as problematic in this respect:
in the case of Miss Smyth, for the reason that, as things still are, one cannot readily 
detach her own living personality from her music, and regard the latter objectively. 
As you think of the music, you think of the composer, and thus your mood remains 
complex, whereas it should be simple.
Grew, 1922, pg 89.
Whilst Grew is mindful to discuss characteristic of Smyth’s personality as opposed to 
directly addressing cultural issues surrounding gender; ‘ [she] is one of the most tumultuous 
and impassioned natures that have ever appeared in music’(Grew, 1922, pg 88.), it is 
important to note that such behavioural characteristics are engendered and, therefore,
6 Smyth's first opera Fantasio (1894) received its premiere in Weimar (24th May 1898); 
Der Wald (1902) received performances in Berlin (9th April 1902), and Covent Garden 
(18th July 1902); The Wreckers (1904) was performed at Leipzig (11th November 1906), 
London - His Majesty's Theatre (22nd June 1909) and Covent Garden (24th September 
1931); The Boatswain's Mate (1914), Fete Galante (1922) and Entente Cordiale (1924) 
each received limited performances in England between 1916 to 1925.
7 Sydney Grew Our Favorite Musicians from Stanford To Holbrooke (1922), devotes an 
entire chapter of his musicological survey to Smyth and a discussion of her works 
including the operas. (See pgs 87 to 108). The content of which was substantially 
reproduced by Holbrooke in Contemporary British Composers (1925).
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function as signifiers of negative socio-scientific mythologies.
The composition of large-scale works by women composers, therefore, involved not only 
a deviation from the perceived capabilities of women, but also a biological process of 
masculinisation and the rejection of the female ‘beauty’ aesthetic of diminutive form8. 
Darwin completes this analogy with his explanation of ugliness as the over-expansion of 
gender-specific characteristics in both the corresponding or opposing sex: 'characters of all 
kinds may easily be too much developed for beauty' (Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 354). 
Compositional size, therefore, becomes an effective metaphor not only for the position of 
women in relation to the emerging biomedical sciences, but similarly within cultural models 
of creativity and appropriate gender behaviour.
Size and Secondary Sexual Characteristics
The impact of Darwin and his latter-day contemporaries upon popular Victorian culture was 
significant in its perpetuation of mainstream gender ideologies, despite the threat posed by 
evolutionary theory to the status quo of biblical creation ideologies9. Russet, ( 1989) discusses 
the role of mainstream Victorian scientific ideology upon the construction of Victorian 
models of femininity. Much of the evidence Russet presents clearly illustrates a strong 
relationship between an evolving scientific vocabulary and the changing status of women 
in addition to other historically disenfranchised groups:
In this atmosphere science became a weapon, its findings useful as they legitimated 
or discountenanced the claims of black people to political and social equality. So too 
was sex... women were laying claim to rights and opportunities previously reserved 
for men.
Russet, 1989, pg 7.
Ellis, in The New Spirit (1890), discusses the cultural implications of female emancipation 
upon the existing biological and cultural status of women: 'it is no wonder that many worthy 
people look with dread upon the slow invasion by women of all the concerns of life ... as a 
new interruption of barbarians’ (Ellis, 1890, pg 9). Ellis’s reference to women as a barbarian 
culture is highly significant in the context of woman’s secondary position within the
8 For a discussion of the cultural maculinisation of the creative female, see chapter 2: 
Androgyny and The Artist.
9 ‘The men of 1859, who were nurtured on ‘The Origin of the Species’ (1859), naturally and 
rightly turned their militant energies against theology and fought over the book of Genesis’ (Ellis, 
1890, pg 12).
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hierarchy of human evolution10. For Smyth, the suffragettes’ challenge to woman’s position 
as the historically subordinate sex, (in relation to patriarchal culture) represents the 
evolution not only of women’s rights, but the development of a common culture of female 
creativity:
That men have been on the top of the wave since time was, whereas we are still 
fighting our way upwards from the bottom of the sea, is the fact that will surely set 
an eternal stamp on our destiny as does the difference of sex.
Smyth, 1933, pg 53.
The issue of female equality inevitably became subconsciously interwoven with many of the 
major concerns of the period - religious, philosophical, social and economic uncertainties: 
‘Educated Victorians of all kinds felt the impact of change, but scientists were particularly 
aware of the cosmic instabilities that evolution disclosed’ (Russet, 1989, pg 14). The role 
of science, therefore, occupied a valuable position between the established gender 
hierarchies and the threat to perceived models of female behaviour by the creative, 
economic and sexual emancipation of late nineteenth-century woman. In this context, 
science as a legitimising discourse effectively reinterpreted and re-represented existing 
gender inequalities within an established cultural context.
Biological concepts of femininity evolved primarily from an observational approach to the 
collection and quantification of data - in this context, physical size becomes a significant 
indicator of gender characteristics. A preoccupation with ’surface’ (as opposed to internal) 
examination resulted in the imposition of a physical text status upon a scientific vision of 
the body. Observation therefore provided a significant component of diagnosis, 
encompassing not only the body text, but a correlation between behavioural characteristics 
and the unseen or concealed workings of the body. Jordanova (1989) explores this 
interrelationship specifically within the context of emerging socio-scientific culture:
the language of this physiology brought together biological, psychological and social 
considerations largely through the use of bridging concepts such as 'temperament', 
’habit’, 'construction' and sensibility', which were technical medical terms'
Jordanova, 1989, pg 27.
Darwin encapsulates this position by locating behavioural facets of masculine and feminine
10 Darwin and his contemporaries regard woman as the intermediate stage between the 
fully developed, fully evolved adult male, and the prepubescent male. See Chapter 2: 
Girls as Boys: Androgyny and Interchangeable Gender.
42
cultural roles within the context of gender predisposition and physiognomy:
No one disputes that the bull differs in disposition from the cow, the wild boar from 
the sow, the stallion from the mare, and as well known to the keepers of menageries, 
the male of the larger apes from the females
Darwin, Russet, 1989, pg 40.
Writing in 1894, Ellis (ed. 1930), discusses the ambiguity surrounding Darwin’s use of the 
term ‘secondary sexual characteristics’ to encompass the classification of behavioural 
models. Ellis seeks, therefore, to provide a framework for a formalised system of scientific 
classification, which correlates features of human physiognomy with behavioural mores. 
Whilst Darwin defines these aspects of biological physiognomy as: 'graduating] into the 
primary sexual organs' (Ellis, 1930, pg 19), and, therefore, essentially a product of biological 
reproduction (a rudimentary definition of primary sexual characteristics"), Ellis concentrates 
upon specific features o f‘evolutionary’ difference, such as the distribution of body hair: 'the 
man's is largely concentrated on his face the woman's is chiefly massed on her head' (Ellis 
1930, pg 20). Like Darwin, however, Ellis relates the functionality of both biological and 
behavioural characteristics to the process of sexual selection:
we may perhaps define a human secondary sexual character as one which, by more 
highly differentiating the sexes, helps to make them more attractive to each other, 
and so to promote the union of the sperm-cell with the ovum-cell.
Ellis, 1930, pg 20.
For Darwin, this relationship was not only inherent within physiognomical differences, but 
also in the secondary sexual characteristics which govern models of gender-specific 
behaviour. Ellis, identifies a further subdivision of physical difference between the sexes, 
related specifically to structural and genetically determined variance: 'the greater size and 
activity of the thyroid gland in women and the smaller average proportion of red blood 
corpuscles' (Ellis, 1930, pg 21). Whilst Ellis states that ultimately these biological 
characteristics must have an impact upon the body's reproductive functions, they, however, 
fulfill no apparent function within the boundaries of sexual attraction/selection: 'it would be 
convenient if we were to agree to distinguish them as tertiary sexual characters' (Ellis, 1930, 
pg 21). Ellis, however, readily admits that tertiary sexual characteristics possess specific 
anthropological and cultural significance, and for this reason: '[are] very often of interest'
11 'We confine the term "primary" to the reproductive glands' (Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 
254).
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(Ellis, 1920, pg 21). If this statement is considered in relation to size, then indeed Ellis's 
observations relating to the thyroid gland and proportion of blood corpuscles reveal not only 
a preoccupation with size as primary sexual difference, but also establish a scientific context 
in which the female is perpetually in a state of comparison with the male. A biological 
hierarchy is therefore established in which the male is perceived as the perfectionist standard 
to which gender differences become abnormalities or distortions of the male form. This is 
a position which holds clear parallels with the socio-scientific encoded ideology of 
Victorian music criticism, which, (in the absence of an established historical canon of 
compositional works) continually placed women’s works in a comparative state to the 
canonic emblems of patriarchal composition and performance culture.
Smyth recounts an interesting example of the female musician placed in a masculine 
comparative framework. In As Time Went On ... (1928) she cites a review by Earnest 
Newman of The Sunday Times, ‘ [furnishing] my catapult with the smoothest, roundest stone 
that England’s shores can provide’ (Smyth, 1928, pg 52), which relates to a recent 
performance given by the popular cellist ‘Madame Suggia’:
It was hardly surprising if the strings grumbled a little now and then at the treatment 
they were receiving, and that we for our part, thought wistfully of the tender 
masculinity of Casals. When the Tigress chose to do ‘velvet paws’ the effect was 
entrancing.
(The Sunday Times, Smyth, 1928, pg 52)
In her discussion of Newman’s comments, Smyth highlights the reviewer’s reticence to 
discuss or identify the female aspects of Suggia’s performance style as anything other than 
masculine imitation: ‘the point of Suggia is that she is not Casals or anyone else, but her own 
impassioned, incomparable self (Smyth, pg 52). Newman’s use of animal metaphor is also 
significant in the removal of creative power from the female performer; again, Suggia adopts 
the characteristics of something other than ‘woman’. Newman, therefore, refuses to 
acknowledge the existence of a disenfranchised vocabulary of female creativity and 
performance12.
Smyth identifies the role of the music critic as vital to the creation of a female 
performance/compositional identity:
12 See Chapter 5; An Isolationary Aesthetic.
44
In a work, on certain battlefields the critic’s weapon is not lethal. But owing to its 
infinite complexity, and because of the cumbrous machinery it demands, music is 
in a category by itself; and here the Press really can do damage as in no other 
department.
Smyth, 1933, pg 72.
Such comparisons, therefore, prove highly problematic to the classification and discussion 
a female compositional styleu. A review featured in The Herald (March 1903), of the New 
York premiere of Smyth’s Opera Der Wald (1901), seeks to contextualise those aspects of 
the work identified by the author as successful within a framework of masculine 
comparison:
She is most Wagneresque in moments of interlude or at those of sudden climax 
...The composer has been happiest in her treatment of the choruses, especially of 
those in the peasant scenes... There are bits of this peasant music which Sir Arthur 
Sullivan might not have thought abstruse.
The Herald, March 1903, Yohalem www.metopera.org.
Whilst the tenuous position of woman in relation the mainstream canon of high art 
composition arguably makes such comparisons an inevitable process in the location of 
Smyth’s work in a contemporaneous compositional context, those aspects of the work 
considered stylistically alien to (or unrecognisable as) ‘masculine’ compositional style are 
effectively dismissed as incorrect and therefore unsuccessful.
A review of The Mass in D {\ 893), by F.Gilber Webb; The New Musical Quarterly ( 1893), 
discredits Smyth’s attempt to work within a large scale compositional genre as an over 
ambitious project for a woman composer: Tt is probably the loftiest flight yet ventured on 
by the female composer, but in spite of its considerable cleverness its chief use will 
assuredly be to act as a waning to those of similar ambition’ {The New Musical Quarterly, 
1893,). Webb’s comment implies an absence of the male composers innate skills and 
compositional abilities, this is an ideology which closely reflects woman’s secondary status 
within biological comparisons of gender.
However, whilst primary sexual characteristics relate specifically to biological observations,
13 ‘The Sexual Politics of Victorian Musical Aesthetics’ Journal of Royal Musical 
Association 119.1 (1994) pgs 91-114.
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the classification of secondary sexual characteristics remains somewhat ambiguous and 
reliant upon the scientific interpretation of cultural mores:
... the sexes often differ in what Hunter has called secondary sexual characters, 
which are not directly connected with the act of reproduction; for instance, in the 
male possessing certain organs of sense or locomotion, of which the female is quite 
destitute, or in having them more highly-developed, in order that he may readily find 
or reach her.
Darwin, 1887, ed. 1981, pg 253.
Darwin identifies the subservience of the female species and the ‘natural’ dominance of the 
male as the essential element within the psychology of sexual attraction, and it is, therefore, 
accredited with the survival of the species. In this context, the location of man within 
positions of cultural dominance and power becomes a ‘natural’ (as opposed to a cultural) 
legacy of the survival instinct:There can be no little doubt that the greater size and strength 
of man, in comparison with woman... his greater courage and pugnacity, are all due in chief 
part to inheritance from some early male progenitor’ (Darwin, 1887, ed. 1981, pg 335). 
Smyth, however, identifies cultural environment as an importance stimulant of creativity. 
In this context, woman's secondary position within the 'professional' musical arena impedes 
compositional developmentic
Competition, environment, and the sort of chance you get all round, are to talent 
what sunshine and the less poetical activities of the gardener are to a flower. In a 
word, the general level of human circumstance determines what stature one 
particular gifted being can be expected to attain, and if you have to hurl yourself 
upwards from the sea-level you may become a Teneriffe, but improbably a 
Mount Everest.
Smyth, 1921, pg 241.
For many feminists such as suffragette leader Christabel Pankhurst, however, the inequitable 
hierarchy of sexual and cultural dominance advocated by Darwin’s gender theories 
epitomises the basis of patriarchal control exerted upon female sexuality:
The Anti-Suffragists see in women sex and nothing more. Women they hold to be 
solely and simply females - a subhuman species useful so far as female, but not 
otherwise. Theses females they divide into two classes. Those belonging to the first 
class are expected to give birth to legitimate children. They are called wives. The
14 For a discussion of the cultural status of women composers in relation to the 
amateur/professional late nineteenth century musical arena, see Introductory Chapter: 
Smyth and the paradox of the Lady Composer
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second... are called prostitutes.
Pankhurst, Spencer, 1983, pg 270
The over-development of secondary sexual characteristics in the corresponding gender was 
to form the basis of theories relating to cultural and aesthetic deviance. Jefferis and Nichols, 
(1894, ed. 1967) provide a clear correlation between the manifestation of masculine 
biological features and the adoption of masculine behavioural characteristics. Returning 
once again to the subject of ladies' feet and ankles, they report: Targe feet and ankles 
indicate coarseness, physical power, authority, predominance’ (Jefferis & Nichols, ed. 1967, 
Pg 7).
Developments within nineteenth-centmy medical techniques correlated the phenomenon of 
creative women with physical manifestations of alien sexual characteristics upon the body. 
Showalter, (1991) discusses the changing perception of the clitoris from its sixteenth-century 
discovery by anatomist Columbus, to its status as a phallic substitute towards the mid- to 
late-nineteenth century. In this context, the size of the clitoris became directly related to not 
only the female sexual drive, but also to biologically-developed masculine characteristics, 
used as evidence of sexual and sociological deviance: 'Lesbians were rumoured to have 
grossly enlarged clitorises, and in addition to homosexuality, other "diseases" of the New 
Woman, such as masturbation, depression, marital dissatisfaction and nymphomania, were 
attributed to clitoral over development' (Showalter, 1991,130).
In compositional terms, the same relationship was expressed by the imposition of a 
masculine cultural identity upon the work of the female composer; ‘Not as the work of a 
woman should Miss Smyth’s score be judged’ {Musical Courier, 18th March 1903, pg 
46/11)15. This comment, however, functions on a more complex level than Smyth’s implied 
creative emancipation from the limitations of her gender In the framework of socio- 
scientific theory, the statement implies that the composer has undergone a process of 
masculinisation. In the context of socio-scientific theory, Smyth’s composition of a large- 
scale operatic work, therefore, functions within a framework of biological deviance. Smyth’s 
sexual identity is particularly significant in this context, and arguably interrelated to her 
creative masculinisation16. As an ambitious woman and sexual predator, Smyth assumes
15 This statement was written in response to the New York premiere of Smyth’s opera 
‘Der Wald’ (1903).
16 See Chapter 2: Smyth's Sexual Genesis.
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many of the socio-scientifically constructed models of masculinity. This is a factor which 
was to be highly significant to the cultural legitimisation of Smyth’s compositional 
abilities17.
Smyth recounts an instance in which her public persona and outspokenness regarding the 
secondary cultural position of female composers led to the alienation of an important opera 
house intendant18:
[Madame de Polignac] asked him if he knew her friend Miss Ethel Smyth. ‘Know 
her’ cried the Graf, ‘I should think I do know her’ and he went on to say that should 
he spy me in the streets of Dresden he would leap into a fiaker and leave the town 
by the next train. Hearing which I said to myself, "that then was the reason why in 
spite of the huge English public at Dresden he wouldn’t produce Der Wald\ My 
“attack” was more than his dignity could put up with! !
Smyth, 1928, pg 295-6.
It is significant that Smyth seeks to internalise masculine behavioural characteristics such 
as ambition within her autobiographical writings, an important forum for the self creation 
of public identity. However, in the absence of a socio-scientific model of female creativity 
within existing gender constructs, Smyth’s self alignment with masculine culture provides 
a means by which Smyth can divorce herself from the negative scientific and cultural 
limitations of femininity.
Female Compositional Language as a Primitive Evolutionary Legacy 
The concept of evolution presented a means for Darwin to locate woman on a sliding scale 
between the fully evolved Anglo-European contemporary male and pre-evolutionised 
barbarian or prehistoric ape/man. This is a concept which bears a strong relationship to the 
mythology of biblical creation, which firmly establishes woman in the guise of biblical Eve, 
as man's biological descendent19. This analogy is further expanded by Darwin in the primacy 
awarded to man as the vehicle of human evolutionary development. Identifying the role of 
secondary sexual characteristics as the carriers of anatomical change, Darwin states that:
17 Smyth’s adoption of masculine dress, cigar smoking, typical male pursuits including 
hunting and mountaineering, operated within an established cultural construct of the
‘masculine’ woman. The manifestation of masculine gender characteristics upon the 
creative female, therefore provided a means to biologically legitimise the presence of 
‘male’ creative abilities, within women. See Chapter 2; Androgyny and the Artist, 
is The incident in question refers to Graf Seebach, the Intendant at the Dresden Opera 
(Smyth, 1928, pg 295-6).
19 See Chapter 4: The Scientification of the Spirit: Women and Spiritualism.
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‘these are transmitted through both sexes, though developed in one alone’ (pg 279). The 
ambivalent relationship of woman to evolutionary concepts can be traced back to the 
writings of Aristotle, which reveal woman to be a derivative deformity of the male sex. The 
mystification of female biology, particularly the menstrual cycle, provided Aristotle with 
evidence of woman as the weaker sex. Her inability to produce the reproductive seed was 
as a consequence of an overall 'lower body temperature', which prevented the transformation 
of menstrual blood into sememo. Woman therefore functioned solely as an incubator, and 
as such contributed nothing to the unborn child.
Despite developments in anatomical knowledge which identified the role of the ovum in 
human reproduction, Descartes in the seventeenth century maintained that man contributed 
the dominant characteristics to the unborn child, most significantly the 'soul'. As an ideology 
of evolutionaiy development, woman’s absence from the historical high-art canon (and 
similarly the natural and philosophical sciences), and the absence of woman from the human 
soul, provides an effective metaphor for woman’s secondary position within developing 
westernised culture.
Rather than to dispute this ideology directly, Darwin attempts to locate menstruation as 
evidence of woman’s primeval ancestry, therefore representing the question of female 
reproductive functions within the legitimised scientific arena of evolutionary theory. Citing 
a study by Dr Wiltshire published in the British Medical Journal in 1883 (Comparative 
Physiology of Menstruation, which seeks to establish a link between menstruation and the 
lunar cycle), Darwin regards this correlation of precocity as evidence of a 'very remote 
period of zoological evolution'. In comparison, man has culturally and biologically ascended 
beyond nature and, therefore, has shaped the course of his own evolutionary development: 
'it is the male which has been chiefly modified, since the races diverged from their common 
and primeval source' (Darwin, 1891, ed. 1981, pg 321).
In his discussion of comparable male/female physiognomy, Ellis ( 1930) betrays a conception 
of the female body and its reproductive faculties based upon notions of a primitive 
evolutionary legacy. For woman as the incubator and pro-creative, life-giving force, her 
functionality is clearly governed by the primitive desires and biological functions of 
reproduction. In a subsequent publication My Confessions (1934), Ellis summarises
20 Mills, 1991
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woman’s biological legacy thus; ‘Here are the central interests of women. We come down 
to the biological foundation of our world’(Ellis, 1934, pg 173.)
The perceived scientific autonomy of this legacy presents woman in a framework of nature, 
which provides a barrier to the development of woman’s mental and physical characteristics 
through the inference of culture. Ellis observes that in woman 'the abdomen is larger' (Ellis, 
1930, pg 51-2), a factor which governs both her biological propensity and cultural function. 
Whilst Ellis, however, explores this characteristic in cultural terms, regarding its over­
development as 'one of the beauties of the female form', he concludes that: 'at the same time 
a large abdomen is both an infantile and a primitive character' (Ellis, 1930, pg 52). Ellis 
seeks, therefore, to aestheticise features of female physiognomy within a cultural framework 
of evolutionary disenfranchisement. In this context, woman becomes a prisoner of her 
culturally constructed gender identity.
Ellis further contextualises gender and hereditary inequality in evolutionary terms. 
Establishing an evolutionary polarisation between the infantile and the savage state: The 
reader will soon perceive that there are two standards. The first is constituted by the child 
and its anatomical and physiological characteristics. The second is constituted by the 
characters of the ape, the savage, and the aged human creature' (Ellis, 1930, pg 23). The 
infantile and the senile, therefore, assume the measure by which race, class and gender are 
located within a scientific framework which interprets the under- or over-development of 
physiological features as evidence of barbarity21.
Significantly, Darwin establishes the functionality of music within the context of sexual 
selection and a gender hierarchy which reflects the dominance of a patriarchal compositional 
model. In the context of biological evolutionary development, Darwin seeks to locate the 
voice, the vehicle of primitive song, as a male sexual characteristic and, therefore, typically 
underdeveloped in the female from. Biological physiognomy therefore provides an effective 
justification for woman’s absence from the initial creative process:
The vocal organs of some quadrupeds are much more largely developed in the male 
than in the female, wither permanently or temporarily during the breeding season; 
and considering that in most of the lower classes the sounds produced by the males, 
serve not only to call but to excite or allure the female, it is a surprising fact that we
21 Havelock Ellis provides a detailed study of the over development of physical 
characteristics within The Criminal (1890).
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have not as yet any good evidence that these organs are used by male mammals to 
charm the females.
Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 332.
For Darwin, music appeals to the primary senses, as a result of its stimulating effect upon 
the emotional response of the listener. Quoting Herbert Spencer, Darwin states that music 
‘arouses dormant sentiments of which we had not conceived the possibility, and do not know 
the meaning’ (Spencer, Darwin, 1887 ed. 1981, pg 336). Clearly, from this position, Darwin 
seeks to establish music as a sexual characteristic and an evolutionary legacy of a ‘dormant’ 
or primitive human state. Phyllis Weliver (2000), provides a detailed discussion of 
Spencer’s conceptual understanding of music as an biologically emotive forcez:; ‘[an] 
involuntary muscular reaction to feelings’ (Weilver, 2002, pg 161.) A position which closely 
reflects early nineteenth century Phrenological theories regarding the body text as a stimulus 
for the production and reception of sound. In his study of contemporaneous Phrenological 
theories; Phrenology or the Doctrines of the Mind and of the Relations Between its 
Manifestations and the Body {\%25\ Dr G. Spruzheim locates musical reception within the 
brain ‘nature’, as opposed to the ear ‘culture’:‘The ear is not the instrument of musical 
perception, there exists direct evidence of an internal organ being necessary to this’ 
(Spruzheim, 1825, pg 286.)This is a biological ideology which was to be internalised within 
early twentieth-century philosophical thought23.
In this context, woman, as the passive element in the equation of courtship, is naturally the 
object of greater susceptibility to the emotional forces of the masculine compositional voice 
- a position which clearly reiterates her secondary position in the hierarchy of human 
evolution. E. F. Benson’s account of the intricacies of upper middle-class Victorian society: 
As We Were: A Victorian Peep-Show (1930, ed. Hoegarth 1985), provides a cynical yet 
illuminating account of music’s sociological function as an emotive force within domestic 
salon culture:
Sentimentality was, in these little concerts, the quality most appreciated, and if a 
lady could induce the female portion of her audience surreptitiously to wipe a slight 
moisture from its eyes, and the males to clear their throats before, at the end of the 
performance, there rose the murmur of ‘Oh, thank you, what a treat. Please don’t get 
up yet.’
22 See Weliver (2002) pg 159 to 167
23 Music as a primitive and therefore transcendental language, beyond the 
comprehension of contemporary man, was to form the basis of Bloch’s discussion on the 
spiritual function of music. See Chapter 4: The Spiritual Within Art
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Benson, 1930, ed. 1985, pg 20.
In his discussion of music as a stimulus for emotive response, Ellis, Studies in the 
Psychology of Sex (1930), remains cautions to limit the effect of music within man to a 
secondary emotive as opposed to a primary erotic response.
Men are often able to associate many of their earliest ideas of love in boyhood with 
women singing or playing; but in these cases it will always be found that the 
fascination was romantic, and sentimental, and not specifically erotic.
Ellis, 1930, pg 127-8.
In this context, Ellis seeks to exclude the primary masculine sexual characteristic of sexual 
desire from the equation of female music making, and, thereby, distance woman’s music 
making from its evolutionary function. Significantly, for Darwin, the nature of female 
emotional response is indicative of a masculine/feminine sexual hierarchy. For Darwin, 
music stimulates the realm o f‘sentiment’ but remains incapable of stimulating ‘masculine’ 
emotions, such as terror and rage;
Music affects every emotion, but does not by itself excite in us the more terrible 
emotions of horror, rage, &c. It awakens the gentler feelings of tenderness and love, 
which readily pass into devotion.
Darwin, 1987, ed. 1981, pg 335.
Therefore, the creation of music becomes an articulation of masculinity, its function to 
inspire and cultivate a feminine response, to ‘awaken’ the dominant feminine characteristics 
of love and devotion, qualities more readily associated by Darwin and his contemporaries 
with feminine sexual characteristics. Darwin’s comments have clear implications regarding 
the sociological function of song as a forum for sexuality, and the primacy of song as a 
small-scale compositional genre amongst female composers24.
For Dale (St. John 1959), Smyth’s compositional preference for vocal works (operas, songs, 
the mass and choral symphony), extends beyond her own natural affinity for vocal music as 
an accomplished singer; ‘the singing voice as a vehicle of artistic expression made it 
inevitable that she should devote her finest powers to the composition of works in which 
voices were the protagonist’ (Dale, St. John, 1959, pg 291).
24 Halstead (1997) has produced a historical survey of women’s chosen compositional 
genres, which presents evidence to this effect. Halstead’s findings are discussed in 
Chapter 1 : The Hierarchy of Scale and Compositional Form.
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In her discussion of composer Augusta Holmès25 (in ^ 4 Final Burning of Boats, 1928), Smyth 
locates Holmes's vocal writing as a vehicle for; ‘songs and seduction’, upon which ‘her 
reputation was based mainly’ (Smyth, 1928, pg 127). Of further significance within her 
discussion of Holmès, is Smyth’s recognition of the cultural connotations of the ‘song’ 
genre as a vehicle for sexual display, a reason given by Smyth for her attraction to large- 
scale compositional forms as a means to secure cultural credibility as a serious artist;
I myself had fallen almost immediately under the spell of the larger musical forms; 
as, too, in my youth I foolishly considered personal charm a weapon unworthy an 
artist.
Smyth, 1928, pg 127.
In this context, Smyth’s abandonment of small-scale compositional forms represents the 
composer’s attempt to divorce her creative voice from the culturally imposed confines of 
female gender. Smyth goes on to discuss Holmes’s large-scale compositional works (‘suites 
for orchestra, symphonic poems, and chamber music [of which] I am ignorant to this day’ - 
pg 131) in surprisingly derogatory terms, locating her stylistic elements within the context 
of feminine weakness. Of Holmes’s opera La Montagne Noir (1895), Smyth writes; ‘I 
thought the libretto bad ... the machinery of the plot struck me as conventional... much of 
the music was student work’ (pg 131). In this context, Smyth’s remarks arguably seek to 
distance her own compositional voice from the feminising influence of Homes’ sexual 
persona.
In the well-known charcoal sketch of Smyth singing at the piano (1901) by John Singer 
Sargent, the artist seeks to depict a sexualised representation of Smyth engaged in song; lips 
slightly parted, eyes not meeting the gaze of the artist, clearly in a sate of emotional 
excitement (see Figure 1):
All the time he kept imploring me to sing the most desperately exciting songs... He 
himself was rather perturbed by it, because when the servant first caught sight of it 
he gave a little jump and said “Oh sir, is that lady mad?”
Smyth, Lomax and Ormond, 1978, pg 75.
25 Holmès (1847-1903), of Irish descent, quickly established a compositional profile and 
presence as a performer within the salons of late nineteenth-century Paris. In addition to 
a large repertoire of songs, she also composed four operas (only one of which. La 
Montagne Noire (1895), was ever performed) and numerous songs and a series of 
dramatic symphonies including Irelande (1882), Pologne (1883) and Au Pays Bleu 
(1891) (Greene, 1986, pg 775-6).
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Figure 1 . Dame Ethel Smyth, 1901. Sargent
1 6 . D a m e  E t h e l  S m y t h , 1 9 0 1 .  2 3 T z x I B 5/* .  N a tio n a l P o r tra it  G a lle ry , L o n d o n .
Significantly, Sargent’s request for excitement was met by a performance o f a song by
54
Holmès26;'Sargent was so startled by it that, as he afterwards declared, he had hardly been 
able to go on drawing’(Smyth, 1928, pg 131). Smyth’s performance therefore falls within 
Darwin’s socio-sexual construction of music as the stimulant of an emotive state. Halstead 
(1997) contextualises the performance of song within nineteenth-century domestic 
performance culture in similar terms:
It acted as an accompaniment to courtship and sexual attraction. Music allowed a 
female to ‘display’ herself to suitors to admire. Directly linked to his courtship and 
marriage ritual... a demonstration of a family’s wealth and position.
Halstead, 1997, pg 79.
Whilst Halstead’s observation firmly establishes the link between the social opportunities 
afforded by performance environments for women to display and, therefore, articulate their 
sexuality, other contemporary theorists have reappropriated masculine socio-scientific 
ideologies to relocate singing within a Darwinian framework of the body and sexual 
selection. Wood in Sapphonics (1994) seeks to reestablish the primacy of the body within 
cultural readings of vocal performance:
Voice is vibration: an exhaled stream of air passes from lungs to larynx, where it 
opens muscles like valves that regulate it, resist its escape and, vibrating, produce 
sound; to resonating cavities of the upper body and head; and to the pharynx, where 
sound and tone quality is shaped, pitched, projected - “placed” by mouth, tongue, 
palate, lips.
Wood, 1994, pg27.
However, rather than to confine the performer within the historically perceived physical 
limitations of gender and gender difference. Wood, establishes the intimacy of the 
engendered body text with the performance. In this context the voice becomes an expression 
of female sexuality and desire; ‘nature’ independent of socio-scientific constructs of gender 
‘culture’. Through the medium of the voice the composer/performer, therefore, may express 
her ‘otherness’ and find articulation for biological and sexological difference:
I call this voice Sapphonic for its resonance in sonic space as lesbian difference and 
desire. Its sound is characteristically powerful and problematic, defiant and 
defective. It’s flexible negotiation and integration of an exceptional range of
26 Smyth refers to the song’s synopsis and provides a quotation of the opening stanza 
melody, but gives no details of publication or title (Smyth, 1928, pg 126-7).
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registers crosses boundaries among different voice types and their representations 
to challenge polarities of both gender and sexuality as these are socially- and 
vocally-constructed.
Wood, 1994, pg. 28.
In this context, song as an articulation of sexuality holds a special resonance for Smyth as 
a lesbian woman, and as such, inverts Darwin’s relationship of primitive song as a masculine 
force to attract and beguile the female27.
The ‘art-impulse’ undergoes a further process of masculinisation within the context of 
biological difference and the aesthetic value of size as an indicator of strength and power. 
In his discussion of song, Darwin seeks to locate the cultural primacy of the male singing 
voice as the consequence of biological legacy:
Hunter asserts that the larynx are stronger in the males than in the females; but with 
this slight exception there is no difference in the vocal organs of the two sexes, 
although the males of most species sing so much better and more continuously than 
the females.
Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 55.
Whilst the above statement refers specifically to the wider context of the animal kingdom, 
Darwin closely analogises between human behaviour and man’s evolutionary heritage as 
derived from animal ancestry; ‘The male alone of the tortoise utters a noise, and this only 
during the season of love. Male alligators roar or bellow during the same season ... Eveiy 
one knows how largely birds use their vocal organs as a means of courtship’ (Darwin, ed. 
1981, pg 331). A hierarchy of biological genetical nature above cultural forces is therefore 
effectively established. Singing consequently exists for Darwin as part of man’s primitive 
biological and compositional legacy:
With man song is generally admitted to be the basis or origin of instrumental music. 
As neither the enjoyment nor the capacity of producing musical notes are faculties 
of the least direct use to man in reference to his ordinary habits of life, they must be 
ranked amongst the most mysterious with which he is endowed.
Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 333.
Ellis seeks to validate further the absence of woman from the compositional process and, 
therefore, the high art musical canon by excluding woman from music’s evolutionary
development:
27 See Chapter 5: Female Pipings in Eden
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in the evolution of music women have played a very small part. It does not appear 
that a woman has ever invented any well-known musical instrument, and there is not 
in any part of the world an instrument that is peculiar to women or chiefly played by 
them; it is rarely even that they perform on men's instruments.
Ellis, 1930, pg 429.
This is a position which Smyth clearly seeks to refute in her reinterpretation of music’s 
genesis; Female Pipings in Eden (1933)28. Ellis seeks to define the creative force or 'artistic 
impulse' as a secondary sexual characteristic. Drawing upon the research of American, 
George Upton, (Women and Music -1890) and his literary contemporaries Mantegazza and 
Galton, Ellis seeks to contextualise the ‘art-impulse’ within a masculine evolutionary origin; 
'At the present day the impulse to scribble, draw, and carve - the artistic impulse in its most 
primitive form - is very much more marked in boys and men than in girls and women' (Ellis, 
1930, pg 439).
Therefore, the influx of women into the masculine genre of art represents a cultural 
emasculation of western high art tradition. This is an ideology which clearly finds its 
validation within the socio-scientific legitimisation of Darwin’s evolutionary constructs;
In some species of Quadrumana there is a great difference between the adult sexes, 
in the power of the voice and in the development of the vocal organs; and man 
appears to have inherited this difference from his early progenitors. His vocal cords 
are about one-third longer than in woman, or than in boys; and emasculation 
produces the same effect on him as on the lower animals, for it “arrests that 
prominent growth of the thyroid”29
Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 330.
Darwin similarly differentiates between the quality of musical vocabulary and style within 
the context of primitive and evolutionised races, as represented by the early nineteenth- 
century, white, middle-class European male: ‘our music gives not the least pleasure to 
savages, and their music is to us hideous and unmeaning’ (Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 333). In her 
discussion of the formation of a female compositional language, Smyth (1933) makes the 
analogy of women’s music perceived as 'savage' by the ears of the male critics: 'it is quite 
possible that vital, virile music, so very unlike the dismal meanderings up and down the
28 Smyth reclaims the figure of Eve, the first woman, as the creative innovator of musical 
language, within the biblical mythology of Eden. See Chapter 5.
29 Darwin quotes from Owen’s Anatomy of Vertebrates in his discussion of the 
evolutionary development of man’s vocal abilities (Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 330).
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staves that they themselves consider poetic and suggestive, may have seemed to them 
barbaric in the wrong sense' (Smyth, 1933, pg 30). A review featured in The New York World 
(March 1903) of the 1903 New York premiere of Smyth’s opera Der Wald (1901), uses 
metaphors of blood, ‘clangor’ and shrieks to imply primitive savagery:
After an hour of ultra-modern music, strident, formless, passionate music that stirred 
the blood with clangor of brass, the shrieks of strings, the plaint of wood winds... the 
audience at the Metropolitan Opera House clamoured for the composer.
The New York World, March 12th 1903, cited by Yohalem, in www.metopera.org
Smyth’s comment is significant not only as a recognition of women’s music within 
patriarchal culture, but similarly for the existence of differentiated musical language30. 
Within the context of woman as the perpetual child in man’s evolutionary development, 
Smyth’s comments regarding woman’s use o f‘simplicity’ and ‘directness’ as compositional 
features provide further evidence of her internalisation of socio-scientific culture. Darwin 
provides a number of examples o f‘female’ music-making within the context of the animal 
kingdom which hold clear parallels with Smyth’s perception of a differentiated female 
compositional style. Citing a study by Barrington {Philosophy Transact - 1733), Darwin 
highlights the hen’s use of melodic and rhythmical repetition to represent specific emotional 
states.
The hen when she has laid an egg, "repeats the same note very often, and concludes 
with the sixth above, which she holds for a longer time", and thus she expresses her 
joy.
Barrington, 1773, Darwin ed. 1981, pg 51.
Darwin’s comments reveal a female disposition for both repetition and simplistic forms, a 
feature of compositional style associated most closely with feminine, simplistic constructs. 
Ellis similarly discussed the stylistic elements of female poetry, in which he identifies the 
female creative voice to be ‘either thin or rather diffuse and formless’ (Ellis, ed. 1930, p 92). 
In musicological terms, this analogy is usually applied to the criticism of a lack of orchestral 
technique and harmonic knowledge.
For Smyth, compositional complexity has become internalised by mainstream musical 
culture as a reflection of masculine values. Simple compositional constructs become 
relegated to the derogatory status of Tow’ art:
30 See Chapter 5: An Isolationary Aesthetic.
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None of the few women composers who have contrived to get their songs printed are 
afraid of melody. I think men are ... an incident I remember in connection with the 
premiere of ‘The Bosun’. On that occasion I had drawn up a list of the folk melodies 
I had used, and owing to a printer’s error ‘Lord Randal’ was omitted, with the result 
that this tune was selected by four or five critics as an instance of the composer’s 
unfortunate gift for turning out the cheaper sort of music-hall ditty ... the whole 
incident illustrates a certain distrust of directness of simplicity which at the bottom 
of those periodical attempts on the part of our highbrows to dethrone Gilbert and 
Sullivan.
Smyth, 1928, pg 13-14.
Smyth, however, seeks to distance herself from the intellectual and theoretical complexities 
she recognises as being inherent to the values of a masculine compositional culture. In her 
discussion of musical modernity, which she describes as ‘the creation of an up-to-date baby’ 
(Smyth, 1930, pg 159), she discusses the polarity between ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’ 
compositional techniques:
Nonetheless, will they take, till they get sick of it (which mercifully happens 
sometimes) a simple fold melody, and trick it out with every harmonic contortion, 
every rhythmic spasm they can devise. It would be on a par with this proceeding 
(which I believe is called ‘throwing in the mud’) to bedizen some unfortunate infant 
with rouge, kohl, powder and a wig; not as a joke, but by way of turning it into a self- 
respecting, up-to-date baby.
Smyth, pg 159.
For Smyth, the internalisation of female nature was to become a significant component in 
the formation of a disenfranchised female compositional voice. In Female Pipings in Eden 
( 1933), she advocates the abandonment of masculine styles and an imitative musical persona 
as the means for women to develop compositional originality, and a female creative voice:
Now what if women suddenly say to themselves; This is blatant, spectacular in the 
wrong sense, superficial, vulgar; I don’t believe in it? Then would my girl student 
pause a moment, contemplate her half-finished serenade for eight horns, eight 
trumpets, ten trombones, twelve percussion instruments, and two dozen explosive 
bombs, and murmur; “But this is imitative rubbish,” tear up her MS and throw it into 
the wastepaper basket.
Smyth, 1933, pg55.
In this context, it becomes necessary for the female composer to reject not only the aesthetic 
values of the mainstream masculine compositional language, but similarly also an 
evolutionary construct of femininity - a process Smyth has undertaken in her reclamation of 
Eve, the original woman, and the birth of music as a female autonomy, independent of
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masculine musical forces.31
A Sizeable intelligence: Gender and Genius.
For women, biological readings of gender in relation to size and physiognomy had their most 
significant impact upon theories governing intelligence. The authoritative/legitimising status 
of scientific culture, perpetuated by a seemingly logical and indisputable framework of 
physical difference, was frequently used to explain and maintain woman’s marginalisation 
from educational opportunities. The minor presence of women composers within the canon 
of large-scale musical forms, therefore, not only exists as a testament to the historically 
isolated status of the female composer in relation to education, performance and publication, 
but also as a reflection of biological and cultural ideological considerations.
However, the cultural understanding of artistic creativity extended beyond biological 
theories governing intelligence. Christine Battersby in Gender and Genius: Towards a 
Feminist Aesthetic (1999), explores the complex position of women in relation to the legacy 
of late eighteenth century ‘genius’ mythology.
By the end of the eighteenth century, ‘genius’ had acquired Romantic grandeur: it 
had been transformed from a kind of talent into a superior type of being who walked 
a ‘sublime’ path between ‘sanity’ and ‘madness’, between the ‘monstrous’ and the 
‘superhuman’.
Battersby, 1999, pg 103.
What is significant about the historical model of genius which Battersby presents, is the 
unification of masculine and feminine characteristics, both positive and negative, within the 
concept of the artist. This is an ideology which was to provide a source of cultural 
legitimisation for the advent of masculine characteristics in women who attained eminence 
within traditionally masculine roles.32
In many respects, however, rather than to dispute evolving anthropological classifications 
of gender and gender difference, cultural attempts to quantify ‘genius’, naturally assumed 
supremacy of the male intellect upon biological grounds.
31 See Chapter 5: Accursed Eve.
32 See chapter 2. - Androgyny and the Artist
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In his cultural and anthropological survey of genius; A Study ofBritishGenius (1904), Ellis 
seeks to identify intelligence as a primary sexual characteristic and influential component 
upon the individuals propensity to achieve genius. Using The Dictionary of National 
Biography as his primary data source, Ellis conducted a survey of biological, geographical 
and psychological ‘types’, based upon a small focus group selected by stringent criteria from 
the 30,000 names listed in his data source. Of those remaining individuals, 975 were male 
and 55 female. Rather than account for this discrepancy in cultural terms, or to analyse his 
own selection criteria of ‘talent as opposed to infamy’ (which clearly betrays a patriarchal 
bias), Ellis uses woman’s biological disadvantage as his primary source of justification:
A slightly lower standard of ability, it would appear, prevails among the women than 
among the men. On account of the greater rarity of intellectual ability in women, 
they have often played a large part in the world on the strength of achievements 
which would not have allowed a man to play a similarly large part.
Ellis, 1904, pg 10.
The correlation of intelligence with gender, therefore, provides a content in which to discuss 
women’s abilities as a cultural phenomenon as opposed to a natural or intrinsic ability. 
Frequent references are made to Smyth’s compositional status as a cultural phenomenon as 
opposed to a reflection of her innate compositional abilities. An article featured in The 
Musical Times (July 1944) states: ‘for a number of years it has been evident, without any 
malicious thought, that these works have been performed more for the composer's sake than 
for their own’ (The Musical Times, July 1944, pg 207). This is a position which Smyth’s 
autobiographical writings appear to support rather than dispute. Smyth openly acknowledges 
the role of her numerous rich and powerful patrons in the promotion and financing of 
performances and the publication of her works33 :
... few girls happen to live next door to rich Empress of pronounced feminist 
sympathies. But for this supreme bit of luck, in all probability my Mass would never 
have been printed, published or performed at all.
Smyth, 1933, pg 39.
As Smyth’s publication of ten volumes of autobiography and numerous newspaper articles
33 In this instance, Smyth refers specifically to the role the Lady Ponsonby played in 
securing an introduction and subsequent impromptu performance of the Mass in D to 
Queen Victoria - an event which secured the work’s subsequent performance at the 
Royal Albert Hall in January 1893 (Smyth, Critchton, 1989, pg 186).
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and radio broadcasts suggest, the forum of popular (as opposed to high art) culture provided 
a means for the female composer to develop a cultural compositional identity34. Ellis’s 
remarks, therefore, reveal a reticence to recognise such sources as of equitable value with 
legitimised patriarchal texts. This is a clear contradiction, given the subjective nature of his 
primary data source.
It is significant to note that biographical data formed a significant component within 
contemporaneous dialogues regarding genius. An interesting comparative study by a female 
author Dr Catherine Cox in her study Genetic Studies of Genius (1926), relies heavily upon 
late nineteenth-century socio-sceintific observational methodologies to provide quantitative 
data. As a psychologist Cox assessed biographical data e.g diaries, interviews, 
autobiographical accounts, to trace childhood behavioural characteristics and IQ levels 
within individuals who attained cultural eminence in a variety of spheres. However, as her 
editor. Dr Lewis M.. Terman, seeks to establish: ‘the task set out was not to estimate what 
the childhood IQ of a given subject probably was, but the IQ that would most reasonably 
account for the recordedfacts.’ (Terman. Cox, 1926, pg viii.) Terman’s remark provides a 
clear example of the way in which scientific mythologies were readily manipulated in order 
to justify existing cultural biases and inequalities.
From a musicological perspective, the correlation between IQ and cultural status is highly 
revealing. Figure 2: ‘Frequency Distribution of Ai IQ’s by field of Profession in Which 
Eminence Was (Primarily) Achieved’, identifies musicians attaining genius status as a 
comparatively rare phenomena - approximately only 7% of the total number of282 men and 
women of genius identified within Cox’s biographical surveys. The much larger percentage 
of writers, (sub-divided into two categories,( PND - playwrights, novelists and dramatists; 
EHCS - essayists, historians, critics, scholars), statesmen and scientists, (approximately 
34%, 15% and 14% respectively), suggests that given the relative rarity of genius amongst
34 The role of Smyth’s numerous publications and representation within popular culture 
is discussed more fully in Chapter 3: Society and the Woman Composer.
35 The eleven composers identified by Cox as belonging to the classification of genius 
are as follows: J.S.Bach, Beethoven, Handel, F. Mendelssohn, Mozart, Rossini, R.
Strauss, Wagner, Gluck, Haydn and Palestrina. Only three women meet Cox’s criteria for 
genius: The novelists’ C. Bronte; G. Elliot and E. Gaskell - all of which gained cultural 
prominence during the late nineteenth century.
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Frequency Distribution of Ai IQ’s by field of Profession in Which Eminence Was
(Primarily) Achieved. Cox, 1926
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composers, it is statistically more difficult for women to gain eminence in the musical 
profession. As a hypothesis, this presents a convenient rational for the absence of women 
from the historical canon of musical composition.
However, the use of estimated IQ ratings as a mean by which to classify the characteristics 
and perceived level of genius, presents a clear hierarchy regarding the cultural status 
ascribed to positions of eminence within early twentieth-century popular culture. Cox’s IQ 
estimates place musicians above artists and soldiers, but significantly below statesmen, 
writers, scientists, philosophers and religious leaders. As Cox summarises:6 [musicians] rate 
relatively, and perhaps significantly, lower on intellectual activity, the intellectual-social 
traits, and physical activity'1 (Cox, 1926, pg 202.) Significantly, however, Cox identifies a 
higher degree of ‘intellectual-emotive1 traits and characteristics within the psychological 
profile of genius musicians. In this context, the portrayal of musical creativity as an emotive 
as opposed to abstract intellectual process clearly seeks to align the role with cultural 
constructs of femininity. The complete absence of women from Cox’s survey of musical 
geniuses is neither directly addressed or explained. However, the absence of women from 
classifications of genius within each differentiated IQ level, clearly seeks to establish 
creative musical women as intellectually below their male contemporaries.
Whilst Cox limits her discussion to the analysis of statistics, Ellis utilises contemporaneous 
musicological studies including George Upton’s Women in Music (Chicago, 1890 - a 
publication which he describes as an ‘intelligent and sympathetic little book’ - Ellis, 1930, 
pg 430) to provide an ideological basis for his rationalisation of woman’s absence from the 
compositional canon. Upton conducted a similar demographic survey of composers from the 
seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, documenting just forty-eight women 
‘musicians’, none of whom ‘rose above mediocrity’ (Ellis, 1930, pg 430). Whilst Smyth 
locates this discrepancy in terms of woman’s historical exclusion from public life and 
educational opportunities: ‘Face this truth; that because of what has been our position 
hitherto in the world of music, there is not at this present moment one single middle-aged 
woman alive who has had the musical education that has fallen to men as a matter of 
course.’ (Smyth, 1933, pg 12.), there is strong evidence to suggest that Smyth held similar 
beliefs and prejudices regarding the status o f‘amateur’ women musicians. In her discussion
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‘Women’s Training Hitherto’36, she strongly implies that Lady Radnor (nee Viscountess 
Folkestone) and her celebrated String Band, were not considered (on a professional level), 
a serious musical ‘outlet’, despite strong evidence to the contrary:]?
I well remember that no-one looked on Lady Folkestone’s String Band of women- 
amateurs as an outlet for serious musical energy and passion, but merely as an 
aristocratic fad; a resource for such bored and elegant ones as today eke out the 
hours with feeble bridge.
Smyth, 1933, pg 7.
The perception of large-scale works as beyond the compositional and performance 
capabilities of women musicians was inherent within the construction of large-scale works 
as a reflection of masculine aesthetic values. A popular preconception was that women 
instrumentalists were hindered by the lack of physical and emotional powers necessary for 
interpreting works of a ‘masculine’ nature:
The musical intelligence of women instrumentalists shows almost invariably a lack 
of grip and power. One is always conscious of a certain childishness, a naivete of 
approach, an immaturity of mind, so that there is a feeling of strain produced in 
works calling for higher mental power, a sense as of someone struggling with a task 
beyond her power.
Sorabji 1932, Cooper 1995, pg 26.
This perception is reiterated within the writings of Ellis and Upton, who remark that woman 
is incapable of musical sensitivity; ‘The two things most peculiar to women - love of a man 
and tender feeling for a child - have found no echo from them in music’ (Upton, Ellis ed. 
1930, pg 431). Once again, Ellis and Upton clearly differentiate between high art and low 
art music cultures, which subsequently excludes the products of female composition from 
their system of classification.
For both Upton and Ellis, the explanation for woman’s lack of creative potential lies within 
a biological explanation of gender in the form of secondary sexual characteristics. Upton 
regards composition as ‘the highest expression of emotions’ (Upton, Ellis, 1930, pg 430) and
36 Female Pipings in Eden. 1933
37 Lady Radnor founded her string band as a charitable concern, recruiting 
instrumentalists and singers from society circles. Their first of a number of public 
performances for charity was given in London during 1881, to much critical acclaim. 
Composer Hubert Parry composed the Lady Radnor’s Sw/Y^premiered by Lady Radnor’s 
String Band in June 1894) in honor of the group. (See. Fuller, 1989, pg 65 - 66.)
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both authors concede that woman is ‘emotional by nature’(Upton, Ellis; 1930, pg 431). 
Woman remains, therefore, unable to rationalise or project herself within the creative 
experience, but functions as merely the passive receptor of man’s emotive message:
She lives in emotion, and acts from emotion... Man controls his emotions, and can 
give an outward expression of them. In woman they are the dominating element, and 
as long as they are dominant she absorbs music.
Upton, Ellis, ed. 1930, pg 431.
Upton’s observation proves highly problematic in the context of traditional cultural 
constructions of femininity, which commonly correspond with aesthetic features, located 
within the work of art. Rather than provide a rational explanation, Upton seeks to locate this 
anomaly within the context and justification of a mystical nature:
It is a mystery why it should just be music, the noblest, most beautiful, refined, 
spiritual, and emotional product of the human mind, that is so inaccessible to 
woman, who is a compound of all those qualities
Upton, Ellis, ed. 1930, pg 431.
Ellis addresses this phenomenon in relation to musical composition in his highly influential 
study Man and Woman (ed. 1930) in which he distinguishes between the roles of performer 
and creator in gender terms: ‘The players of music have often been women; the makers of 
music have nearly always been men’ (Ellis, 1930, pg 430).
Ellis similarly seeks to exclude women from the creative process as a result of their physical 
size. As a metaphor for strength, greater size represented a higher aptitude for performance, 
enabling greater control over the body and emotional reactions to the musical text: ’the 
movements of men are more precise than those of women. Thus men make the best pianists’ 
(Ellis, Russet, 1989, pg 30). For Ellis, the hierarchical relationship between performer and 
creator is indicative of the absence of women from classifications of genius.
Unless we include two or three women of our own day whose reputation has perhaps 
been enhanced by the fact that they are women, it is difficult to find the names of 
women even in the list of third-rate composers.
Ellis, 1930, pg 430.
The polarisation of compositional style as a reflection of gender difference was to find its 
articulation not only in the language of music criticism but similarly as a scientific analogy 
which distinguished between quantity and quality of thought: ‘There is a natural difference 
in the mental dispositions of men and women... not in essence but in quantity, and quality.
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which no education can remove’(Spurzheim, Russet, 1989, pg 18). The belief in the juvenile 
status of the female body, including the mind as a biological organ, would perpetuate a 
cultural perception of female creativity as both underdeveloped and fragile. These are 
ideological values which have clear implications regarding the reception and creation of 
works by women. For Ellis (1926) the limitations of female thought can be illustrated by 
woman’s predominant preference for simple constructs and forms; ‘Women dislike the 
essentially intellectual process of analysis; they have the instinctive feeling that analysis may 
possibly destroy the emotional complexes by which they are largely moved’ (Ellis, 1926, pg 
262). Ellis’s statement implies that for woman the emotional realm holds a distinctly higher 
hierarchical position than the intellect or ‘ higher’ thought. However, in the context of female 
compositional culture, the historically limited educational opportunities available to women38 
would result in the creation of works which reflected the female domestic culture and 
experience, a subject matter denigrated by the masculine domain.
Arguably, whilst songs, lieder and piano music formed part of the female domestic culture 
of composition and performance, the symphony was to remain an abstract concept, 
associated with masculinity and the aesthetic value of the monumental. Dale (St John 1959) 
extends this analogy to her discussion of Smyth’s use of orchestra as a functional (as 
opposed to an abstract) tool: ‘She regarded the orchestra primarily as a medium for 
intensifying dramatic action or for evoking atmosphere; not as the ideal vehicle of 
expression for abstract thought’ (Dale, St John, 1959, pg 290). In this context, Smyth’s 
compositional voice within large-scale compositional forms can be regarded as adhering to 
cultural perceptions of femininity.
In this context, however, music as a product of Darwin’s primitive masculine legacy 
becomes at once paradoxical. Ellis identifies music as an emotive art, the traditional 
predisposition of the female mind-set, but effectively secures its exclusion through the 
location of art within abstract thought constructs: ‘There is no art to which women have been 
more widely attracted, and there is certainly no art in which they have shown themselves 
more helpless’ (Ellis, 1930, pg 431-2). For Upton (Ellis 1930), the rise of the female
38 Scholes (Vol 2 1947) reports that the first woman to be awarded a degree in Music 
from a British University was Marian Millar, Victorian University, Manchester (1894). 
Cambridge University did not admit female undergraduates until 1878, whereupon a 
woman student was allowed to study but not to ‘offer herself for examination’ (Scholes, 
1947, vol 2, pg 681-2).
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composer and professional musician in late nineteenth-century European culture is an 
indication of a weakening within the Western art tradition. Upton identifies the role of music 
as a commodity and cultural currency amongst the rising middle classes as the reason for 
women’s infiltration of previously culturally autonomous art. Upton argues that the presence 
of women in music has become ‘one of the signs of musical decadence’ (Upton, Ellis, 1930, 
Pg 431).
Size Matters: The Brain and the Body
Woman’s supposed lower standard or lack of ability relates for Ellis, as too for both his 
predecessors and contemporaries, to the question of size. Brain size particularly was to 
become a popular analogy for intellectual ability. The apparent disparity in the ratio of brain 
mass to skull between the sexes, resulted in brain size attaining the status of a sexual 
characteristic;
Just, therefore, as higher civilization is heralded, or at least evidenced, by increasing 
bulk of brain; just as the most intelligent and the dominant races surpass their rival 
in cranial capacity; and just as in those races the leaders, whether in the sphere of 
thought or of action are eminently large-brained - so we must naturally expect that 
man, surpassing woman in volume of brain, must surpass her in at least a 
proportionate degree in intellectual power.
Popular Science Monthly, 1878, Ellis, 1930, pg 94.
Similarly, Darwin (1871) seeks to clarify within a framework of sexual difference the key 
factors that distinguish one man from another in the creation of genius;
Now when two men are put into competition, or a man and a woman, both possessed 
of every mental quality in equal perfection, save that one has higher energy, 
perseverance, and courage, the latter will generally become more eminent in every 
pursuit. He may be said to possess genius, for genius has been declared by a great 
authority to be patience, and patience, in this sense, means unflinching, undaunted 
perseverance.
Darwin, Bates & Humphrey, 1957, pg 384.
However, for Darwin the possession of these additional characteristics - patience, courage 
and perseverance - is associated most closely with the male (as secondary sexual 
characteristics), and is obtained as a result of the competitiveness arising from the cultural 
process of sexual selection. Darwin identifies two fundamental components within the 
formation of the competitive instinct; in the first instance, the ensuing battle between 
pubescent man and his contemporaries in the securing of female sexual attention; and
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secondly, the general struggle for life, or survival instinct. These processes provide the 
reinforcement for man’s mental faculties and stimulate development, which leads Darwin 
to conclude that ‘man has ultimately become superior to woman’ (Darwin, Bates & 
Humphrey, 1957, pg 348). Fortunately for woman, the unborn child (regardless of sex) is 
endowed with the qualities and capabilities of the father, which for Darwin has saved 
woman from a process of devolution as a result of her natural weakness.
It is indeed, fortunate that the law of equal transmission of characters to both sexes 
prevails with mammals; otherwise it is probable that man would have come as 
superior in mental endowment to woman, as the peacock is in ornamental plumage 
to the peahen.
Darwin, Bates & Humphrey, 1957 pg 348.
Significantly, in women the brain was not viewed in isolation but as an extension of the 
nervous system, and therefore directly correlated to the female organs of reproduction and 
the overwhelmingly negative mythology which surrounded them. As Jordanova concludes; 
‘female physiology was to be understood as a totality’ (Jordonova, 1989, pg 26).
The emerging psychoanalytical sciences relied particularly upon a biological reading of the 
subject to determine the cause and effect of behavioural disorders. In the case of women, the 
menstrual cycle presented not only a culture of invalidity, but a direct correlation between 
the arrested development of the female physiognomy and the female intellect. London 
physician Dr Edward Tilt prescribed the delay of puberty through the concealment of the 
adult world and confinement in the nursery as a means to promote intellectual development. 
Tilt ascertains that the effective suppression of menstruation is ‘the principal cause of the 
pre-eminence of English women, in vigour of constitution, soundness of judgement’ (Tilt,. 
Showalter, 1996, pg 75). The cultural significance of the desired perpetuation of woman’s 
androgynous, childlike status represented a denial of female identity and, therefore, a 
concealment of sexual characteristics, which arguably presented a strong cultural need for 
performance and creative androgyny.39
While a man may be said, at all events relatively, to live on a plane, a woman always 
lives on the upward or downward slope of a curve... That the mental energy, as well 
as the muscular strength and dexterity, even in the strongest, healthiest, and most
39 See Chapter 2: Androgyny and The Artist.
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determined women, are usually somewhat impaired during the menstrual period 
itself is a fact that is similar to most women.
Ellis, 1928, pg 337-341.
For Ellis, menstruation would provide one explanation for woman’s failure to develop 
biologically beyond the intermediate stage of male infant:
It has been suggested that to the weakening influence of this cause we must attribute 
the early arrest of development of girls in height, muscles, larynx, etc.
(Ellis, 1926, pg 335)
However, the relationship between the body and the brain reveals the dichotomous 
relationship for women between the natural body and the aesthetic of size. The 
fashionableness of frailty and diminution when applied to the female body resulted in the 
development of devices such as the corset, arguably a means to reduce still further the 
female body and, by association, woman’s intellectual capacity. In a study published by 
William Coulson (Deformities of the Chest, 1836), a link is posited as existing between the 
damage to the female spine as a result of corset wearing and the nervous and neurological 
systems. He reports that corsets restrict the flow of blood to the vessels of the brain, which 
result in gender diseases such as melancholy, sickly and short life and specific sexual 
diseases including hardening of the ovaries, and ugly children.. Typical symptoms include 
‘headache, giddiness, tendency to fainting, pain in the eyes, pain and ringing in the ears, and 
bleeding at the nose’ (Coulson, 1836, pg 55). The relationship between the depletion of the 
female physical frame and the suggested suppression of woman’s evolutionary development, 
became a focus for a number of further studies. A paper published by the eminent physician 
Dr Wilburforce Smith in The British Medical Journal (1890) documents the impact of 
corsets upon the female respiratory system, which for the author has established a 
fundamental change in the secondary sexual characteristics of women. For Smith, ‘the 
alleged difference is chiefly or wholly due to the effect of woman’s conventional dress’ 
(Smith, Pearson, 1993, pg 12).
The impact of environment upon evolutionary development was particularly pertinent when 
applied to the question of the female intellect. Darwin identifies domestication as a 
scientific precedent for the reduction of brain size amongst rabbits, which Darwin claims 
‘have exerted but little their intellect, instincts, senses and voluntary movements’ (Darwin, 
ed. 1981, pg 146). For woman, therefore, placed in a similar context of domestication, the
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limitations imposed by domestic confinement and the lack of access to educational 
advancement, arguably serve to reduce still further her intellectual capacity. The 
evolutionary interrelationship between the spine/nervous system, brain size and skull 
topography is cited by Darwin as one of the significant factors in the process of evolutionary 
advancement of the human species. During the transitional phase from quadruped to bi-ped, 
Darwin states 'As this change of position was being brought about, the internal pressure of 
the brain, will, also, have influenced the form of the skull, for many facts show how easily 
the skull is thus affected' (Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 147). Similarly, Darwin identifies cultural 
forces such as the increase or diminution of mental powers as a feature of skull 
development: 'If the mental powers were to be much increased or diminished without any 
great change in the size of the body, the shape of the skull would almost certainly be altered' 
(Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 147).
Coulson’s presentation of his data is highly illustrative of the popular cultural perception of 
female beauty as a disguise or ruse, used as a means to ensnare man. Figure 3 shows a sketch 
of two female torsos, depicting the natural and the artificial waist. However, the artist 
distinguishes between the general appearance of the figures beyond the mere illustration of 
the waist size. The ‘artificial’ waist is indicative of the ‘artificial woman’, complete with 
earings, dressed hair and - significantly - a fashionable but unattractive facial profile, in 
comparison to the Greek ideal as represented by the ‘natural’ woman.
The art critic and popular Victorian aesthetician, John Ruskin, polarised concepts of beauty 
in terms of the natural and the artificial world. For Ruskin, 'all the most lovely forms and 
thoughts are directly taken from natural objects; because I would fain be allowed to assume 
also the converse of this, namely, that forms which are not taken from natural objects must 
be ugly' (Ruskin, Evans, 1980, pg 195).
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Figure 3. Plate 1 ‘The Natural and Artificial Waist 
Coulston, 1836
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Therefore, woman's cultural association with the 'decorative arts', encompassing both the 
manipulation o f the physical body and the perceived superficial nature o f her artistic 
creations, using Ruskin’s ideology, locates woman as the antithesis of beauty. Ruskin 
provides a further polarity with his definition o f the grotesque: 'the grotesque is, in almost 
all cases, composed o f two elements, one ludicrous, the other fearful' (Ruskin, 1849,1980 
ed. Evans, pg 25). Female composition as both a ludicrous and unnatural act forms the basis 
o f Cecil Gray’s discussion o f the rising phenomenon o f the lady composer. Gray's Survey o f  
Contemporary Music (192%) makes reference to Samuel Johnson’s dog walking on it's hind 
legs' analogy to classify the unnatural nature o f female creativity: 'Sir a woman's composing 
is like a dog's walking on his hind legs. It is not done well, but you are surprised to find it 
done at all' (Gray, Woolf, 1945, pg 56).
The correlation between the female body, secondary sexual characteristics, creativity and 
the culture o f disclosure surrounding the actualities o f female reproduction, menstruation
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and so on, was also to find an articulation within art. Creativity as a perceived articulation 
of biological destiny resulted in a desire for the concealment of woman's creative issue. For 
Ruskin, ‘the forms of things which are hidden in caverns of the earth, or in the anatomy of 
animal frames, are evidently not intended by their Maker to bear the habitual gaze of man' 
(Ruskin 1849, ed. Evans, 1980,196).
The concept of female beauty as ‘artificial’, and a product of disguise, was reflected by 
sexual science in the theoretical formation of a differentiated masculine/feminine thought 
process. Studies such as G J Romanes’s exploration of the memory and dissimulation skills 
of husbands and wives exposed female thought patterns as both fast and precise: ‘One lady, 
for instance, could read exactly four times as fast as her husband’ (Romanes, Ellis, 1928, pg 
232). By contrast, the male thought patterns appeared to be laboursome and Targe’, and 
therefore indicative of a deeper and more abstract process of thought. Ellis goes on to 
describe the incompatibility of large-scale thought with the female mind, referring to 
Schopenhauer's description of woman as the 'anaesthetic sex' (Ellis 438). In terms of 
creativity, the superficial nature of female thought impedes woman’s visionary potential, and 
for Ellis, therefore, effectively provides the explanation for her absence from large-scale 
monumental forms; 'The characteristic ideas of grandeur which so often affect men are rare 
in women, and then usually of a feeble and pedestrian sort' (Ellis, 1930,440).
Ellis interprets Romanes's results in evolutionary terms, regarding the largevity of man’s 
thought process as evidence of his progressive reasoning skills, and, therefore, his higher 
moral and intellectual development. By comparison, the superficial nature of female thought 
was a testament to her underdevelopment. This was aligned with both a perpetuated 
childlike state, and a characteristic found to be evident in the thought processes of the 
mentally ill;
It is thought in early age every statement were admitted immediately and without 
inspection to fill the vacant chamber of the mind, while in adult age every statement 
undergoes and instinctive process of cross-examination. “I do just what I think” said 
to Dr Mendel an imbecile who had committed an offence against morality, 
“afterwards I consider it”.
Ellis, 1928, pg 233.
This ideology was reflected in the treatment of mental illness. Writing in 1871, G Fielding 
Blandford in Insanity and Its Treatment maintains that ‘ disorder of the mind means disorder 
of the brain, and... the latter is an organ liable to disease and disturbance, like other organs
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of the body’ (Blandford, Showalter, 1987, pg 104). The stance of the medical and scientific 
profession in relation to the classification of mental illness in relation to women occupied 
an ambiguous position. Whilst woman’s greater susceptibility to mental disorder was 
considered de rigueur amongst popular scientific mythology, the question of a brain size 
disparity within the sexes still had to be reflected in its emerging ideology. For Havelock 
Ellis (1930), a hierarchy emerged between the scale and variety of mental illness exhibited 
by the sexes. Using a study published by the French psychologist Toulouse, Ellis discusses 
the limited range of female neuroses in comparison to those of the male, which he argues 
provides an effective illustration of man’s superior imaginative and conceptual power: 'The 
insane woman is altogether lacking in invention in the conception of delirious ideas; she 
shows nothing of the wealth of extravagance manifested by men' (Toulouse, Ellis, 1930, pg 
440). The implication of Toulouse's statement is that man is not only more imaginatively 
inclined, but similarly has the capacity for extravagant thought and therefore the ability to 
conceive monumental concepts.
The quick wittedness of women was similarly explained in terms of its role in sexual 
selection, the need for women to adapt in order to appear attractive to man. Ellis describes 
this phenomenon as ‘ruse’, which he argues is a common female device amongst the lesser 
species:
The method of attaining results by ruses (common among all the weaker lower 
animals) is so habitual among women... is no means confined to the human female, 
it appears to be a fact of considerable zoological extension.
Ellis, 1928, pg 234-5.
Ellis uses the work of Lombrosso and Ferrero to establish the extent to which ‘ruse’ has 
become essential to the nature of woman. Firstly, the necessity for cunning and deception 
are recognised as commonplace within the weak and oppressed; the acts of menstruation, 
urination, defecation and sexual activity are concealed by women through a sense of 
modesty resulting in a denial of physical reality. The process of sexual selection is aided by 
women through the disguise of physical features thought to be unattractive and the 
advancement of others through the use of cosmetic enhancements. The desire to appear 
interesting to members of the opposite sex leads to the adoption of simulated weakness such 
as fainting spells, physical frailty, and so on. During the rearing of children, women 
dissimulate information through a series of elaborate lies, only imparting information on the 
basis of what they think is good for the child to know, frequently providing false information
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in order to frighten or control children. The use of falsehood by women is therefore regarded 
as proof of her inability to admit reality; rather, they act purely from a sense of fulfilling 
their immediate gratification.
In musicological terms, this view was frequently applied to the perception of the female 
composition process. Writing in 1948, Schoenberg describes the superficial nature of 
women’s music within his essay The Blessing of the Dressing, (which he regards as the 
fundamental barrier to female compositional development), as evidenced by her absence 
from the canon of large scale works:
I used to say that the composer must be able to look very far ahead in the future of 
his music. It seems to me this is the masculine way of thinking: thinking at once of 
the whole future, of the whole destiny of the idea, and preparing beforehand for 
every possible details... The other manner is the feminine manner, which takes into 
account with good understanding the nearest consequences of a problem, but misses 
preparing for the more remote events. This is the way of the dressmaker, who might 
use the most valuable material without thinking if it will last long, if only it makes 
the desired effect now - right now.
Schoenberg, 1975, pg 385.
For Smyth, the work of Schoenberg and his contemporaries represents the elitism of 
masculine composition culture. A culture which sort to distance its self from the feminine 
association of the Romantic artists and towards an aesthetic of ‘masculine’ complexity. 
Smyth, however, contends that these compositional values relate only to one specific and 
narrow ideology, and as such are not necessary for the creation of the work of art:
Now my point is that a great creator may, or may not, accidentally invent what I 
cannot help calling some new trick of the trade... an unusual rhythm; a new concept 
of harmony (‘wrong notes’), something in short that can be pounded upon by experts 
and labelled ‘so and so’s idiom(sic)’. But I maintain that this is not essential to 
genius.
Smyth, 1930, pg 140.
The brain, however, due to its lack of accessibility and its genderless appearance upon 
removal from the body, achieved a conceptual as opposed to physical status within scientific 
mythology. Early approaches to sexual brain differentiation were primarily concerned with 
volume, and used mathematical equations based upon cranial dimensions to calculate brain 
size. Unfortunately for women, these indisputable calculations reported a universal 10% 
differentiation between the brains of men and women, a phenomenon identified by George 
John Romanes’s in Mental Differences Between Men and Women ( 1887) as ‘the missing five 
ounces of the female brain’ (Romanes, 1887, Russet, 1989, pg 17). Ideologically, this
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statistical data functioned as a clear signifier of a biological omission or lack in female 
intellectual capacity. For Ellis, however, whilst the fact of this omission was indisputable, 
he regards this fact considered in isolation as a dangerous assumption when applied to the 
question of female intellect:
On the strength of this missing ounce, a distinguished brain anatomist has declared 
that “the difference therefore, in the size and weight of the brain is obviously a 
fundamental sexual distinction”
Ellis, pg 121.
The question of intelligence in relation to brain mass exists upon two levels. In the first 
instance, Ellis seeks to establish that ‘men possess absolutely larger brains than women’ 
(Ellis, ed. 1930, pg 120), but also the question of brain mass is considered in relation to 
physical scale (women have smaller bodies so will naturally have smaller brains). In either 
case, the disparity of size remains fundamentally a question of primary sexual difference.
Craniology and Composition
Advancements in biological knowledge reclassified the brain as an organ of the body and, 
therefore, the brain assumed the status of a physical text which functioned as a diagnostic 
indicator of abnormalities and illness. As previously discussed (in the context of both 
Coulston's work on the spine, and Darwin's correlation between evolutionary advancement 
and brain size), the classification of the skull provided a vocabulary of scientific difference 
and inequality. The emerging physiological sciences, particularly craniology, identified a 
correlation between the external surface of the skull and the nuances of the brain ‘text’ : ‘the 
brain commands at all ages the directions in which bony matter is to be deposited to form 
the skull’ (Spurzheim, 1825, pg. 104.). Dr G. Spurzheim as professor of Phrenology at the 
Universities of Vienna, Paris and Licentiate of The Royal College of Physicians, London, 
represented an authoritative voice in the consolidation of historical phrenologyical 
mythology^.
40 In the introductory chapter of his treatise on Phrenology; Phrenology or The Doctrine 
of the Mind and of the Relations Between its Manifestations and the Boc/y(1825), 
Spurzheim traces the roots of Phrenological theory to the writings of Plato: The name 
Phrenology is derived from two Greek words .. m ind.. [and] discourse.’ (Spurzheim, 
1825, pgi)
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This observational diagnostic approach found its root within craniological theory, which 
subdivided the skull (and, by association, the brain) into regions believed to correspond 
directly to skills, behaviour and intelligence. Gall and Spurzeim subdivided the brain into
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of feelings (propensities and sentiments) and intellect (known faculties and intellectual 
faculties). Each one o f the organs represents a protuberance upon the skull, the prominence 
o f which relates to the status o f its development. The two faculties represent a preliminary 
division o f observational and gender-related physiological characteristics. Darwin and 
Hunter would develop this observational approach to form the methodological approach to 
the classification of sexual characteristics. The size o f the related cranial prominences 
achieves a heightened significance in the process o f engendering creative potential and 
intellectual powers.
The skull is polarised in terms o f animal/biological functional propensities, located at the 
back o f the head, and intellectual faculties located around the forehead region. The 
dimension and anatomical differences present in the male and female skull are conveniently 
utilised to present a cranial map which clearly reflects cultural misconceptions o f gender 
roles and abilities.
Drawing upon Poirer’s disproportionate diagram of the 'typical male skull/typical female 
skull’ (Figure 5), Ellis identifies 'the much greater shallowness, proportionately, o f the 
female skull' (Ellis, 1930, pg 21), seeking, therefore, to establish the infantile character o f 
the female skull. Poirer’s diagram provides a representative example o f the presentation o f
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cultural-encoded observation as scientific practice. No scale is provided, nor details of the 
ages of the subjects, developmental status or precise measurements of the skull drawings. 
For the reader, however, the aesthetic of size and its immediate gender connotations serve 
to reinforce the legitimisation of the male skull as larger by comparison with that of a 
(supposedly comparable) female skull.
Poirer's diagram depicts a larger and shapelier development of the occipital, below the 
occipital protuberance, in the skull of woman. Placed in the context of Gall's cranial 
mapping, and the corresponding organ: II 'Philoprogentiveness - to marry or be given to 
marriage', this provides a clear instance of the imposition of cultural values upon biological 
classifications of the body.
Significantly, of the 33 organs of the mind, the corresponding prominences relating to sexual 
drive, love of young, ambition and benevolence become polarised in terms of 
masculine/feminine terminology. Organ 11 for example, ‘love of appropriation or vanity’, 
located towards the back of the skull (and therefore a primitive or animalistic function), is 
expressed as a female phenomenon: ‘this faculty of love of appropriation is much more 
active in women than in men, thousands of women become distracted through vanity’ (Gall, 
1818, pg 69). Similarly organ 10, ‘self esteem’, is identified as a masculine phenomenon; 
‘Self-esteem is more common in men than in women; boys frequently place their judgement 
above that of others, while girls always look for the approbation of those who surround 
them’. (Spurzheim, 1825, pg. 174.)
The implication of specific gender polarisation becomes immediately clear, providing not 
only a means to classify established cultural behaviour patterns as biological, but also 
unusual or deviant behaviour as the over- or under-development of a particular organ. In the 
instance of Self-esteem, Spurzheim warns of the influence of this organ upon the behaviour 
of the individual in which it appears overdeveloped; ‘this sentiment is often deranged, and 
many lunatics think themselves, ministers, kings and emperors. ’(Spurzheim, 1825, pg. 174.)
In this context, capabilities perceived as alien to the corresponding gender can be identified 
as biological deformities. This ideology has clear implications for women with creative 
abilities, who undergo a process of both cultural and biological masculinisation, as a result 
of the socio-scientific rational which seeks to provide a legitimising framework for female
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creativity41. The craniological reading of novelist George Eliot’s skull as masculine, proves 
an interesting case in point. Eliot’s skull was reportedly read by an expert unaware of her 
gender or identity; the skull was subsequently classified as male, based upon the prominence 
of the organs relating to creativity42.
Gall’s craniological model (see Figure 4) is representative of the fully-evolved adult 
European male, with all 33 organs as ‘ideal’, as opposed to under- or over-developed. When 
viewed in isolation, a gender comparison proves problematic, but when placed in 
comparison with Poirer’s illustration of the typical male and female skull (see Figure 5), the 
location and prominence of Gall’s topographical model proves highly revealing. For Ellis 
and his contemporaries, whilst there are no specific indicators of gender upon the human 
skull, there are a number of characteristics which, when they coincide, ‘unmistakably 
indicates its sex’ (Ellis, 1926, pg 91).
The obvious factors of male/female cranial difference as presented by Poirer are the 
curvature of the forehead and the protuberance above the eyes and nose (gabella), as distinct 
features of the typical male skull. When placed in a craniological framework, the omission 
of these two features from the female skull implies not only a lack of organs 24 (spatial 
awareness) and 32 (wit), but more significantly the notion of the female skull as 
evolutionarily simplistic. With regard to large-scale composition, the absence of spatial 
awareness becomes significant in conjunction with theories relating to woman's inability to 
conceive abstract or higher level thought:
due to the persistence in women of the infantile character of flatness of the roof; at 
birth the male and female skulls are of equal height, but the female skull in its adult 
shape lacks the final increments of height gained by the male.
Ellis, 1926, pg 94.
Conveniently, the organs of the brain specifically related to creative potential are located 
primarily in areas which represent a male cranial advantage. Organ 19, ‘Individuality’, is 
located at the gabella (the protuberance above the nose), and, therefore, singularly absent 
from woman in the context of Poirer's diagram. For Gall, individuality: ‘wishes to hear, see, 
smell, taste and teach, and to know all arts and sciences; it is dotingly fond of instruction.
41 See Chapter 2: Androgyny and The Artist.
42 (Russet, 1989, pg 32).
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collects facts and leads to practical knowledge’ (Gall, 1818, pg 82). Significantly organ 28 
tune or ‘melody’ is also located within this region, however, Spurzheim provides a variation 
in the size and formation of the cranial prominence to accommodate the historical variation 
of skull shape and size amongst male composers.
A greater development of the organ on which musical perception depends enlarges 
the lateral parts of the forehead, but its form varies according to the direction and 
form of the convolutions composing it. In Gluck, Haydn and others it has a pyramid 
form; in Mozart, Viotti, Zumsteg, Dussek, Crescenti and others the external comers 
of the forehead were only enlarged and rounded.
(Spurzheim, 1825, pg. 286.)
However, whilst Spruzheim offers this degree of variation within the configuration of the 
male skull, the supposed cranial disadvantage of the female skull effectively removes the 
issue of musical women from the discussion. The absence or underdeveloped organ of 
originality holds a strong resonance within popular cultural conceptions of the female artist. 
A hierarchy of technique (frequently interpreted as imitation) above content, reveals a socio- 
scientiflc bias within cultural classifications of work by female artists. Smyth’s Mass in D 
(1893) was to prove particularly contentious in this respect. Percy Scholes in The Mirror of 
Music 1844-1944 ( 1947) evaluates the various critical accounts of the work’s 1893 premiere. 
His conclusions are as follows:
the general verdict is one of dissatisfaction, and a dark suspicion is hinted that this 
music, ‘is produced by the intellect in pursuit of an objective, rather than by that 
“abundance of the heart” out of which we are told, “the heart speaketh”
Scholes, 1947 Vol 1, pg 126.
Whilst Scholes's comments reveal a conflict in terms of the establishment of composition 
as a product of the feminine ‘intellect’, his comments present a divorce from scientific 
ideologies which locate female creativity within the body. The distinction between technique 
and content suggest that whilst woman may learn the skills of imitation ‘technique’, 
original abstract thought and understanding remain beyond her innate capabilities. Writing 
in 1928 in A Final Burning of Boats, Smyth identifies the socio-scientiflc classification of 
the female creative mind as imitative, as a primary justification for woman’s secondary 
position within mainstream musical life:
What you have settled among yourselves was that woman is merely an imitative 
being, incapable of strong original work and therefore unfit to enter the lists and run 
side by side with yourselves.
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Smyth, 1928, pg 49.
An article featured in The Musical Times (July 1944), two months after Smyth’s death, 
discusses her lack of compositional success in terms of Smyth’s emulation of Germanic 
musical styles; ‘her creative imagination was not strong or personal enough to cast off the 
idiom or shape it to individual purposes’ {The Musical Times, July 1944, pg 211). In the 
context of Gall’s organ of originality, Smyth’s lack of compositional imagination can, 
therefore, be regarded as conforming to a scientific and cultural gender model.
Organ 28, ‘tune’, located above the eyebrow is expressed by Gall as not only 
underdeveloped but also singularly absent amongst women of the lower classes:
the reason why the daughters of our butchers and bakers make so little progress in 
this science [music] (to which some of them devote one half of their time) is, 
because the organ of tune is but little developed in their heads
Gall, 1818, pg 92.
In many respects Gall’s identification of a further dimension, social class, within the creative 
disenfranchisement of women, was to permeate both cultural and evolutionary theories 
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Smyth’s derogatory comment 
regarding socio-scientific ideologies, which account for woman’s absence from the 
historical compositional canon on the grounds o f ‘congenital deficiency’43, implies that she 
strongly disputed such theories. However, as previously discussed, Smyth held a 
problematic relationship to issues of social class and the economic stigma of the working 
‘professional’ musician. An entry in Virgina Woolfs diary (25th August 1930), strongly 
suggests that rather than dispute a craniological model of creativity, Smyth internalised this 
ideology and sought to locate the source of her creativity within the brain. Woolfs diary 
entry reads; ‘Her head is an enormous size over the temples. Music is there, she [Smyth] 
said, tapping her temples.’ (Woolf, ed Bell, 1982, pg 313.) In this context, Smyth seeks to 
identify herself biologically and culturally with a masculine model of creativity and, 
therefore, distance herself from traditional models of femininity.
Significantly, the organ of ‘tune’ also represents an instance in which its prominence or 
over-development within the female subject results in deviant behaviour, providing an 
indication of mental instability and the general detriment and decline of the female intellect.
43 (Smyth, 1933, pg 16.)
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Gall seeks to identify singing within a symptomatic context of 'hysteria* and 'hysterical 
tendencies'. For Gall, 'there exists a direct proof that a distinct internal organ is necessary to 
the manifestation of this faculty' (Gall, 1818, pg 92). The implication of this statement is that 
its presence in woman represents a biological abnormality within the female brain. The 
presence of this organ and its masculine connotations disturb the balance of the female mind 
and woman, therefore, as the fundamentally weaker sex, is unable to master its dominating 
effects;
Sometimes in epileptic fits, in delirium, and in fainting fits, certain individuals 
sing continually, and with great precision. This faculty is then alone active, while 
the functions of all other faculties are deranged.
Gall, 1818, pg 92.
Woman's greater susceptibility to mental illness and generally susceptibility to suggestion 
was a theme common to both the emerging psychoanalytical sciences (as encapsulated by 
the writings of Freud during the late 1890's44), and concepts of femininity within popular 
consciousness. George Du Maurier's popular novel ‘Trilby’ (1894) deals specifically with 
the phenomenon of the 'singing woman' who obtains musical powers under the force of a 
mesmerist45.
The Hierarchy of Scale and Compositional Forms
Late nineteenth-century concepts of feminine ‘beauty’ as an ideal and culturally referential 
source of ‘self identity’ sought to promote size as a gender value. This ideology would have 
far reaching effects upon the development and articulation of an emerging vocabulary of 
female creativity. Cultural theories relating to beauty presented further polarities within 
concepts of differentiated feminine and masculine beauty in the work of art. For Burke, 
masculine beauty (by dote of its largevity) transcends the feminine; ‘Greatness of dimension, 
is a powerful cause of the sublime’ (Burke, ed. Bolton 1987, pg 72). In the context of 
Darwin’s writings concerning music’s power as limited to the emotive (as opposed to the 
emotional) sphere, a further distinction can be drawn between man’s creation of ‘art’ and 
woman’s creation o f‘music’ as a lower status functional tool, limited to the confines of the
44 Freud published his first critical writings {Preliminary Communications (1893) and 
Studies on Hysteria (1895)) in collaboration with Brever. His influential Interpretation of 
Dreams (1900) formed the basis of his psychoanalytical theory.
45 For further discussion of Trilby, see Chapter 4: The Spiritual Within Art.
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female mind and woman’s domestic experience. This is a distinction which Woolf (1929) 
similarly identifies in the development of the female writer during the late nineteenth 
century: ‘She may be beginning to use writing as an art, not as a method of self expression’ 
(Woolf, 1929, pg 79). Whilst for Darwin, however, music evokes the passive emotions of 
‘devotion and love’,for Burke, the sublime work of ‘art’ has the capacity to ‘produce terror 
rather than love’ (Burke, pg 110). In this context, woman’s containment within small-scale 
and simplistic compositional constructs reveals a consistent creative alignment with 
feminine cultural values.
The relationship between compositional genre and gender is effectively established by Jill 
Halstead (1997), who compiles a variety of statistical data taken from The Encyclopaedia 
of Woman Composers (Cohen 1987). Halstead explores the nature of female composition 
in relation to the scale and number of works produced, identifying the ‘legacies of woman’s 
traditional roles in music making’ (Halstead, 1997, pg 171) as the major factor in the 
absence of women from the musical canon of high status works. The data source represents 
the work of approximately six thousand women composers, dating back as early as 30 BC, 
and revealing an expected historical imbalance in favour of composers of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth-centuries. Of the three different genres examined by Halstead (songs, 
keyboard works and symphonies) during the eighteenth century, only 2% of women’s 
compositional output fell into the category of symphony, rising to 8.6% during the 
nineteenth century and decreasing to 6% during the remaining proportion of the twentieth 
century. The genre of song, however, represents the majority of woman’s compositional 
output which, based upon Halstead’s calculations, amounts to 62%, 59% and 46% of the 
total output for each of the respective time periods. Keyboard works, however, which fall 
within the boundary of the patriarchal canon of high status works (as epitomised by the 
‘piano sonatas’ of Beethoven and Schuman and Brahms), increase dramatically from 35% 
of the total compositional output during the eighteenth century, to 47% by the twentieth 
century. However, as a serious genre, the piano sonata was firmly ensconced in the salon 
culture of the aristocracy, and as such was arguably more accessible to women as part of 
their domestic culture and education, which may well account for its rise in popularity as a 
compositional medium. Clearly the implications of Halstead’s survey are important in that 
they provide an accurate indication of the importance of small-scale compositional genres, 
in their role within female domestic culture. For Halstead, their significance lies in the fact 
that ‘they have often been used as ‘proof of women’s intellectual, artistic and spiritual
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inferiority’ (Halstead, 1997, pg 173).
An overview of Smyth’s compositional output clearly highlights the importance of the 
domestic environment upon her self-publication as both a performer and composer. The 
difficulties in obtaining performances of large scale works, such as the Mass in D (which 
waited twenty-four years for a subsequent performance after its initially successful premiere 
in 189346), resulted in the publication and performance in reduced forms of the majority of 
her works, to enable successful performances to take place under domestic conditions. The 
Double Concerto in A (1926) for violin, horn and orchestra, was subsequently arranged as 
a Trio for violin, horn, viola or cello and piano. Similarly, the Organ Chorale Preludes
(1924) are arranged for a variety of string and solo instruments47. Elements from her operas 
The Wreckers (1904), The Bosun (1914), and Entente Cordiale (1924) have undergone a 
similar treatment. In this context, a classification of the works by genre proves highly 
problematic, as many of Smyth’s publications are extracts from larger works, while others 
exist as alternative versions. For Dale (St. John 1959), Smyth’s persistent reduction of works 
represented the composer’s: ‘desire to have her works performed at all costs, whether in 
their original versions or in modified simplified form’ (Dale, St. John, 1959, pg 292). Whilst 
Smyth’s re-representation of large-scale musical ideals within small-scale compositional 
forms may be interpreted, therefore, as a practical necessity, in the context of a gendered 
aesthetic of scale, the works in their reduced form worked within an established cultural 
context of female identity and experience.
However, the location of women composers in relation to late nineteenth-century cultural 
values of compositional genre extended beyond questions of sex difference to encompass 
concepts of masculine and feminine culture. In his study Contemporary British Composers
(1925), Holbrooke uses scale and size of compositional genre as a means to distinguish 
between the amateur as opposed to the ‘serious’ composer:
If a man can bring before us several chamber works, quartets, orchestral works, 
songs, operas or choral works. I take him as an important figure. If an artist can 
produce only a quartet, or small piano pieces, he is of less importance even though 
his work may be more finished in details.
Holbrooke, 1925, pg 16.
46 See Grew, The Musical Times, February 1924.
47 The Chorale Preludes were revised by Smyth in 1913, and arranged as Four Short 
Chorale Preludes for Strings & Solo Instruments; (flute or violin).
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The contradiction of quantity above quality within Holbrooke’s comment is readily apparent 
and extends to his assessment of Smyth’s compositional output; ‘Her work comprises really 
a small portion, when compared with such a mere male as Graville Bantock, or the giant 
Bach .. Her list is really modest’ (Holbrooke, 1925, pg 294.). In this context, Holbrooke 
attempts to diminish not only the size but the significance of Smyth’s compositional output. 
We as the reader are encourage to regard Smyth as creatively and physical small and, 
therefore, as non comparable to her male contemporaries.
Smyth's discussion of women’s challenge to traditional gender roles and the perceived 
limitations of femininity in Female Pipings in Eden (1933) closely mirrors these concerns 
as an issue of both size and cultural values: 'in all departments women are obliging the world 
to reconsider its scale of values, and that sort of quiet revolution changes a landscape as 
when a big river shifts its bed' (Smyth, 1933, pg 34).
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Chapter 2
The Male Impersonator: Smyth’s Sexual and Compositional Genesis
During the late nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries, the concept of androgyny 
remained significantly divorced from issues of sexuality, and was regarded primarily 
as a source of physical and creative disguise. Within the context of a Darwinian 
concept of gender, woman occupied a culturally contentious position as the eternal 
child in man's evolutionary development. J. H. Garfit in A Few Words on the 
Physiology of Woman (1886), describes female development as an 'arrested 
development' - a biological factor which marks the divergence of the two sexes prior 
to adulthood. Garfit observes that: ‘woman's growth is completed at an earlier age 
than man's, she is as it were stereotyped and perpetuated in her youth' (Garfit, 1886, 
pg 10). In the context of the female compositional voice, the socio-scientific 
mythology of woman's innate childlike status provided a context in which to locate 
the composer’s style and technique as similarly developmentally 'arrested'. An article 
featured in The Musical Times (July 1944) attributes Smyth's lack of compositional 
success to a lack of technical and stylistic development:
if she had thus hammered out a mature style and technique, it may be that then 
her inspiration and creative personality would have flourished and reached to 
far greater vitality and assurance.
The Musical Times, July 1944, pg 208.
The author accredits Smyth's numerous activities as the primary reason for this 
creative stagnation; 'We are compelled to ask whether so much gadding about was 
consistent with her ambition to stand forth as a composer' {The Musical Times, July 
1944, pg 208). This sentiment was reiterated in ‘To Fight or to Work?’ {The Times 
June 1944), an assessment of Smyth's literary and compositional career, and 
successive 'battles' with the mainstream musical establishment to be recognised as 
'not a woman-composer but just a composer, an artist to be taken as seriously as one 
of the opposite sex may expect to be taken' (Smyth, cited in The Times, June 9th 
1944, pg 66). Both authors, however, seek to negate the issues raised by Smyth's
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feminist writings1, (which uniformly provide a rigorous critique of the ’Faculty'), 
locating personal (as opposed to cultural) forces as the reason behind Smyth’s limited 
public success: 'but bonny fighters tend to fight unnecessary battles, and fighting is 
not conducive to the business of composing music' (June 9th 1994, pg 66). Smyth, in 
contrast, places her lack of compositional success firmly within the cultural field. In 
What Happened Next (1928), she discusses the cost in time and money devoted to the 
securing of performances; 'During the years I have been describing I must have spent 
a small fortune traveling about the United Kingdom with my manuscripts, in the vain 
hope of awaking someone's interest' (Smyth, 1928, pg 29). The tenor of both 
reviewers therefore reflects popular Victorian cultural ideologies of the feminine as 
biologically and creatively limited:
Perhaps on the whole woman is not so well fitted by nature either in mind or 
body, for enduring hard and laborious work as man, though she may often 
view or even excel him in vivacity and quickness of thought, and lighter work, 
and her special capabilities may perhaps be considered as a natural adaption to 
that artificial division of labour, which we find to be so generally conducive to 
the maintenance and well-being of all civilised and social society.
Garfit, 1886, pg 22.
Whilst Garfit's reference to woman’s perpetuation of youth carries clear implications 
with regard to perceived physical, emotional and intellectual capabilities, theories 
such as Garfit's provided a socio-scientific context for the appearance of 'masculine' 
primaiy and secondary sexual characteristics within women2. As Garfit concludes; 
[woman] may bear resemblance to the youth of man' (Garfit, pg 10). This relationship 
was similarly interchangeable and used to account for the feminising influence of the 
'arts', which in many respects epitomised the culturally aesthetic values of femininity 
(beauty, delicacy and fragility) upon the cultural identity of the male artist. Darwin
1 Whilst the woman composer question provides an undercurrent throughout all ten 
volumes of Smyth’s autobiography, she devotes several chapters to its discussion 
within: 6 An Open Secret’ in Streaks of Life (1921); 'A Final Burning of Boats' in A 
Final Burning of Boats... (1928); and ‘Women's Training Hitherto', 'The Difficulties 
of Women Musicians', 'Further Difficulties for Women' in Female Pipings in Eden 
(1931).
2Whilst primary sexual characteristics provide indicators of biological physiognomy, 
secondary sexual characteristics are used primarily by Darwin and Ellis to define 
gender models of cultural behaviour. See Chapter 1: ‘Size and Secondary Sexual
Characteristics’.
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(1871, ed. 1981) makes this analogy scientifically within his discussion of the 
effeminate male:
[When] the adult male closely resembles the young of both sexes (these, with 
rare exceptions being alike), he generally resembles the adult female.
Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 287.
For women such as Smyth, located in a periphery position to the mainstream canon of 
high art, the biological totality presented by scientific and cultural theories of the late 
Victorian era resulted in the need to disassociate the act of creativity from traditional 
socio-scientific perceptions of femininity and female identity. Androgyny therefore 
presented a means to dissimulate the female voice within an established and 
legitimate patriarchal framework. To this end, Smyth sought to contextualise 
creativity within a biologically disenfranchised state; ‘Art is bi-sexual, the female 
element implicit with the male’ (Smyth, 1933, pg 45).
Girls as Bovs: Androgyny and Interchangeable Gender
The male impersonator became a cultural icon of male purity and potential, and for 
women a source of liberation from the confines of cultural gender constraints, the 
adoption of alternate gender roles forming an established convention within classical 
theatre (the male impersonating heroines of Shakespearean drama, for instance, don 
masculine garb and experience unprecedented liberation3). Esther Newton; ‘The 
Mythic Mannish Lesbian: Radclyffe Hall and the New Woman’ (in Hidden from 
History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past, ed. Duberman, Vicinus & Chauncey, 
1990), discusses the locationand function of ‘cross-dressing’ within developing mid 
nineteenth century society; ‘In the nineteenth century and before, individual women 
passed as men by dressing and acting like them for a variety of economic, sexual and 
adventure-seeking reasons’ (Duerman, Vicinus & Chauncey, 1990, pg 282.) 
However, significantly, Newton, reveals that until the later decades of the nineteenth 
century, cross-dressing was closely identified with women of working class origins;
‘p u b l i c , c r o s s - d r e s s i n g  among bourgeois women was a late nineteenth-century
^Shakespeare employs male impersonation as a thematic feature within his play 
Twelfth Night, in which the character Viola assumes the identity of Cessario.
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development’ (pg 282.). Newton reveals an important distinction between the ‘partial’ 
adoption of masculine garb, and the cultural association of the ‘male impersonator’ 
with the ‘low art’ world of the musical hall and the theatre. This distinction also 
offers a context for Smyth’s (as a member of the upper-middle-classes) partial 
adoption of masculine garb.
The role of the male impersonator was to emulate the aesthetic ideals associated with 
masculine beauty and youth, which for Oscar Wilde symbolised: ‘The morning dawn 
of boyhood with its delicate bloom, its clear pure light’ (Wilde, De Profundis, 1949, 
ed. 1990 pg 873). When the legendary male impersonator Vesta Tilley gave her last 
performance, a combination of song and satire on the London stage in early June 
1920, theatre critic W R Titterton remarked; ‘Her soul is the soul of a boy - or 
perhaps, shall I say, of a girl, at the age when girls and boys are very much alike. She 
is and always will be a naive child’ (Titterton, Summerscale, 1997, pg 89). Titterton's 
remarks prove significant in the context of woman's evolutionary development (as the 
intermediate stage between boy child and adult), but also provide a means for Tilly's 
childhood status to be perpetuated and her sexuality contained within the sexless 
androgynous body.
The male impersonator traditionally unified the sexes with interchangeable 
characteristics of masculine and feminine biological gestures. Figure One, a 
photograph of an unknown male impersonator taken in New York (1905), clearly 
emphasises features of both genders within the context of the individual body. Whilst 
the figure sits astride the chair (a masculine stance) the feet remain crossed and the 
model’s feminine footwear is clearly exposed, and a ring worn on the model's right 
hand is also visible. In the context of Garfit's comments regarding the childlike 
physiognomy of women, the styling of the hair to emphasise the roundness of the 
model's face is similarly significant:
Woman, generally speaking is rather fatter than man ... I fancy it is to some 
extent natural to her, and if so, I think we may say, that in this also she shows 
youth, for infants, if not children are often fat.
Garfit, 1886, pg 11.
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Figure 1. ‘Unknown Male Impersonator’. New York 1905 
MonoMania 002
For the popular Victorian novelist E F Benson (1924), the prepubescent child 
represents the androgynous ideal of sexual and cultural innocence. Reminiscing upon
early childhood in his memoir Mother (1924), Benson identifies the period o f
childhood as sexually ambiguous and therefore manumit from cultural constructions
of gender:
I had long wanted to write some kind of chronicle concerning a boy's 
adolescence, when for a time, shy and impressionable and vastly sentimental, 
he belongs to neither of the two sexes, and does not melt into his own sex for a 
year or two yet... most are of some strange third sex, lively but quite 
intermediate... his affections and friendships, like his cricket or butterfly- 
collecting, are passions to him. With girls the same general principle holds 
good
Benson, 1924, pg 291-2.
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Whilst the concept of the ‘third sex’ was to accrue meaning during the early part of 
the century as an indicator of sexual inversion4, initially its definition related to 
ambiguities of gender culture as contained within a framework of biological 
development. For Ellen Key (writing in 1912), a leading member of the European 
woman’s liberation movement, the ‘third sex’ relates to a specific genre of ‘modem’ 
women:
From these women of predominating mind and will is formed more 
and more what Ferrero calls the "Third Sex", Maudsley, "The sexless 
ant", energetic clever, happy in their work, cool, but sound; in private 
life, in the zeal of everyday work, often egoistic
Key, 1912, pg 75.
Whilst Key’s remarks refer specifically to women who have achieved cultural 
dominance within traditionally masculine roles (and, as a consequence, diminished 
their feminine identity to become ‘sexless ants’), Darwin encapsulates this ideology 
by acknowledging a gendered duality within the human embryo, which (he states) 
exhibits features of both male and female primary sexual characteristics :
It has long been known that in the vertebrate kingdom one sex bears rudiments 
of various accessory parts, appertaining to the reproductive system, which 
properly belong to the opposite sex; and it has now been ascertained that at a 
very early embryonic period both sexes possess true male and female glands.
Darwin, 1871, ed 1981, pg 207.
In this context, the phenomenon of the biological or cultural hermaphrodite, 
represents the infantile state of man’s evolutionary development. In her 
autobiography Beecham and Pharaoh (1935), Smyth dedicates approximately nine 
pages5 to the description of her encounter with ‘Mohammed’, an Egyptian 
hermaphrodite; 'learning whose history my interest rose to fever pitch' (Smyth, 1935, 
pg 126). Smyth's subsequent discussion of Mohammed is revealing in a number of 
respects, particularly within the parallels she draws between her own liberation from 
the confines of socio-scientific constructions of gender and Mohammed’s physical
4 For a discussion of the scientific classification of sexual inversion within women, 
see Chapter 2: ‘Smyth's Sexual Genesis’.
5 (Smyth, 1935, pg 124 - 133).
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adoption of a masculine role:
Considered by her family to be a woman, she had been married to an elderly 
and wealthy sheik, but two years later the marriage was dissolved. The sheik 
and his relations maintained that he had been "deceived," and that she wasn't a 
woman at all.
Smyth, 1935, pg 126-7.
For Smyth, Mohammed represents both the physical and cultural divorce from the
Figure 2. ‘Mohammed’ (Smyth, 19935) 
limitations o f biologically-defined gender. As a successful camel and sheep breeder (a 
traditionally masculine role within Bisharin culture), and former member of a sheik’s 
harem, the sexual and cultural ambiguity of Mohammed's gender status was to prove a 
very attractive concept to Smyth. Despite Mohammed's subsequent adoption o f a
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masculine physical persona (see Figure 2)6 and insistence upon the validity of the 
assumed masculine identity, Smyth clearly identifies Mohammed as female; 'I always 
think of the former as "her"’ (1935, pg 128). The issue of Mohammed's sexuality is 
also readily established by Smyth; 'she was apt to give young girls five shillings for 
letting her kiss them ... "but wouldn't let a man touch her'" (1935, pg 127-9). 
Significantly Smyth seeks to establish a commonality of identity between 
Mohammed's rejection of female identity and that of her own actions as a suffragette 
and culturally masculine female; 'And perhaps these reflections set up a little current 
of sympathy between us, for if I liked her, I felt she liked me' (1935, pg 130).
In order to satisfy her curiosity, Smyth paid what she describes as 'an admiral fee' for 
the opportunity to carry out a private physical examination of Mohammed; 'it was 
conveyed that I wanted to photograph her in a state of nature' (1935, pg 128) - the 
results of which revealed that, 'if not a complete man, still less was she a complete 
woman' (1935, pg 130)7 In the context of socio-scientific culture, the duality of 
primary sexual characteristics represents evidence of an androgynous phase within 
mankind’s pre-evolutionary development. As Darwin suggests, 'some extremely 
remote progenitor of the whole vertebrae kingdom appears to have been 
hermaphrodite or androgynous’ (ed. 1981, pg 207). In this context (biologically and 
culturally), Mohammed's physical duality reflects the evolutionary primitivism of the 
pre-evolved man. In the context of an emerging hierarchy of gender development, the 
feminine aspects of Mohammed's biological and behavioural physiognomy are 
regarded as underdeveloped masculinity. Within this framework, Mohammed's status 
is perpetuated as that of the adolescent male, or sexless androgynous child; culturally, 
therefore, her gender identity becomes a deviation of the adult male.
Based upon the writings of Spencer and Owen, Darwin developed a provisional
theory - 'pagemesis' - to explain the formation of sex within the foetus. Darwin
maintains that the foetus is androgynous at the point of conception, but during
6'her appearance was delightful; a magnificent port, face strong, clean-cut, and for a 
Bisharin not ugly; bright, intelligent eyes, a lovely smile, and the ghost of a curly 
beard. I should have judged her a very attractive man of about thirty' (Smyth, 1935,
Pg 127).
7Smyth reports that unfortunately due to poor lighting conditions the photographs 
revealed 'absolutely nothing' (1935, pg 131).
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development is subjected to the influence of 'gemmules' (masculine and feminine 
particles thrown off from every cell in the body), which are circulated in the bodily 
fluids before eventually congregating in the organs of sex, determining the 
development of the primary sexual organs on the basis of the supremacy of masculine 
or feminine gemmules8. This theory thus explains and allows for the manifestation of 
physical characteristics from one sex upon the body of the opposite gender. A 
hierarchy is therefore established between man, woman and the androgynous state in 
which the emergence of the male sex is regarded as morphically superior to a unified 
sexual state. This relationship is evidenced in the perception of Mohammed as 
genderless, neither male or female - 'she' achieves the status of a third or intermediate 
sex. This is a cultural position which was to prove highly attractive to Smyth, who in 
response to her sister's reproof for carrying out such an examination responded; 'You 
don't talk of poor Rossetti because he was not only a painter but also a poet? Lucky' 
hermaphrodite would be more like it, I should say!' (Smyth, 1935, pg 132). In this 
context, the differentiation of the sexes becomes a reflection of cultural and 
environmental evolutionary development. This is an ideology which becomes 
significant to the concept of the artist as the unification of the masculine and feminine 
mind.
Androgyny and the Artist
For women such as Smyth, unable to locate themselves within traditional cultural and 
scientific constructions of femininity (and, by association, womanhood), the status of 
the ‘third-sex’ (the intermediate stage between child and the adult man) offered, 
therefore, a framework of socio-scientific cultural legitimisation for creative ability. 
The concept of androgyny within female performance culture of the early twentieth 
century can be applied not only to the physical emulation of a masculine persona, but 
similarly to the imitation of masculine styles and cultural performance vocabularies. 
Smyth notes the necessity of masculine behavioural characteristics to the successful 
artist of either gender; ‘Art is constructive action, that no one can build without 
strength, and that the abilities of men and women of this breed are probably identical’ 
(Smyth, 1921, pg 243).
8Darwin, 1871, ed 1981, pg 286.
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Weil (1992) traces concepts of androgyny within art back to its primitive sources in 
the philosophical writings of Plato; 'within this tradition, the androgyne is, above all, 
a figure of primordial totality and oneness, created out of a union of opposed forces' 
(Weil, 1992, pg 2). For Smyth, the unification of the masculine and feminine becomes 
analogised within the necessity for a female presence within orchestras, to ensure 
‘brilliance and warmth of tone’ (1921, pg 238). In her discussion of the British 
compositional and performance climate (circa 1920, in ‘An Open Secret’, from 
Streaks of Life, 1921), Smyth evaluates the admission of female instrumentalists to 
war-wearied orchestras; ‘I think the main gain was the infusion of ... feminine 
vitality’ (1921, pg 239) - a characteristic which Smyth readily associates with a 
female compositional style.9 In reaction to the Halle Orchestra’s decision to sack all 
its female members ‘in the interests of ‘Unity of Style” (1921, pg 240)10, Smyth again 
refers to the androgynous nature of art, stating that true ‘unity of style’ can only 
effectively be achieved through the amalgamation of the sexes;
You can talk of unity of style between static things, such as Italian violins, 
verses of a poem, houses in a street, bank clerks, priests, etc., but not in the 
case of a fluid force. Sex will not give it to 40 men of different talent, 
temperament, habit, digestions and schools; that is the conductor’s office. And 
two first class artists of different sexes who respond subtly to his intention can 
more easily be welded by him into the ‘unity’ he wants than a first rate and a 
fourth rate male.
Smyth, 1921, pg 240.
Compositionally, Smyth approaches a 'unity of style' within the context of an 
amalgamation of orchestral forces. This is a feature identified within an article 
published in The Musical Courier (1898), as evidence of technical and dramatic 
ability: The orchestra is used as a unit, and its separate factors are combined with 
cleverness and several times with exceedingly good counterpoint' {Musical Courier, 
23rd February 1898, pg 29-30). In cultural terms, this statement can be analogised to 
reflect the unification of the masculine and feminine aspects of the artist, which 
reflect the timbrai and textural 'masculine/feminine' facets of the orchestra.
9See Chapter 1 : Female Compositional Language as a Primitive Evolutionary 
Legacy’
^(Fuller, ed Cooper, 1995, pg 27.)
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The traditional polarisation of masculine 'knowledge' and feminine 'instinct' is 
similarly intrinsic to an understanding of androgyny within art; 'Defined as a union of 
masculine and feminine, the androgyny, figures, furthermore, the dialectical synthesis 
of what is objectively known (identified as the masculine) and the unknown Other 
(identified as feminine) who will make the knowledge complete' (Weil, 1992, pg 2). 
Smyth reiterates this position within her identification of the feminine contribution of 
'spirituality' to the work of art;11 'the more spiritual element which I know women will 
bring, as performers, to the making of music’ (1921, pg 240-1). Smyth goes on to 
identify the masculine and feminine within art as a metaphor for society. In this 
context, the expulsion of women instrumentalists from orchestras represents an 
artificial, separatist ideology, which operates outside of traditional culture gender 
mores:
Various brilliant creatures propose men’s orchestras and women’s orchestras. 
Quite so. Why not picture galleries, dinner parties, and anything else on the 
same cheerful and natural lines? Why not break up the world into monasteries 
and convents?
Smyth, 1921, pg 245.
In the context of socio-scientific culture, Darwin identifies imitation as a feature of 
primitive cultures and the pre-evolved barbarous state: 'the principle of imitation is 
strong in man, and especially in man in a 'barbarous state” (Darwin, 1871 ed 1981, pg 
44). As previously discussed, the correlation between woman and the infantile/savage 
evolutionary state contextualises the male impersonator within an established socio- 
scientific construction of sexual difference. For Darwin, the imitative instinct forms a 
natural element of cultural dissimilation. Placing woman in the context of the socio- 
scientific hierarchy of man’s supremacy over the animal species, an analogy may be 
drawn between the function of imitation within the animal kingdom and the cultural 
imitation of masculine behaviour by women; "Birds imitate the songs of their parents, 
and sometimes those of other birds; and parrots are notorious imitators of any sound 
which they often hear' (Darwin, ed 1981, pg 44). In this context, imitation assumes 
both an educational and subsequently evolutionary role in the development of 
primitive society. For creative women, therefore, the imitation of masculine styles
"For a detailed discussion of this concept see Chapter 4: Dialogues on the Nature of 
Female Spirituality: The Mass in D and The Prison.
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and cultural vocabularies provides a framework for woman to further evolve her 
creative voice. As Darwin states, ’puppies nursed by cats sometimes learn to lick their 
feet and thus to clean their faces' (ed 1981, pg 44).
In a very literal sense, physical imitation in the guise of the male/female impersonator 
provided a legitimised forum for the adoption of masculine behavioural 
characteristics. Significantly, as a form of entertainment, the male impersonator was a 
prominent feature of the Victorian light entertainment industry, and as such was not 
regarded as culturally esoteric. Benson explores the phenomenon is in his aptly-titled 
comic novel. The Male Impersonator (1929):
The news of the titled male-impersonator spread like influenza through 
Tilling, and though many ladies secretly thirsted to know her, public opinion 
felt that such moral proletarianism was impossible ... So the ladies of Tilling 
looked eagerly but furtively at any likely stranger they met in their shoppings, 
but their eyes assumed a glazed expression when they got close.
Benson, 1929, pg 15.
What is significant in Benson's humorous account of mistaken identity12 is the 
perceived liberation attributed to the impersonator (in her masculine guise) by the 
novel’s female populous: 'the sight of this puzzling male impersonator, old, wrinkled, 
and moustached, had kindled to a greater heat her desire to know her and learn what it 
felt like to be Romeo on the music-hall stage' (Benson, 1929, pg 20).
The concept of gender as a reflection of cultural ideology (as opposed to a biological 
determinance) forms the basis of Woolfs semi-biographical novel Orlando (1928),13 a 
historical fantasy in which the protagonist transcends both time and gender as a 
sexual chameleon: sometimes woman, sometimes man. Woolfs novel (as in her 
subsequent publication, A Room of One's Own - 1929) places her fictional creations
^Benson's novel, set in the fictional village of Tilling, concerns the arrival of a 
mysterious neighbor who is rumored to be an impersonator. The lady who takes the 
house shares the same name as a famous impersonator. The novel explores the 
village’s reactions to the lady prior to the discovery of mistaken identity.
13 The character Orlando was based upon Woolfs lover, and friend of Smyth's, the 
novelist Vita Sackville-West. Collis states that Smyth initially met Vita at her sister’s 
house in 1912/3, but renewed their acquaintance in 1927 after the publication of 
Vita's epic poem. The Land (Collis, 1984, pg 174).
98
within a factual framework of cultural reference14. The novel seeks to establish the 
secondary position of women within the hierarchy of the sexes, as a direct 
consequence of culturally-defined gender roles:
If we compare the picture of Orlando as a man with that of Orlando as a 
woman we shall see that though both are undoubtedly one and the same 
person, there are certain changes. The man has his hand free to seize his 
sword, the woman must use hers to keep the satins slipping from her 
shoulders. The man looks the world full in the face, as if it were made for his 
uses and fashioned to his liking. The woman takes a sidelong glance at it, full 
of subtlety, even of suspicion. Had they both worn the same clothes, it is 
possible that their outlook might have been the same.
Woolf, 1928, ed 2000, pg 132.
Woolf therefore identifies the culturally adopted 'garments' of masculinity/femininity 
as transient signifiers of gender which occupy a hierarchy above biological definitions 
of sex. In the context of Darwin's concept of sexual determination through the 
polarisation of gender-specific cells, Woolf seeks to contextualise Orlando's gender 
androgyny within a similar biological framework; 'it was this mixture in her of man 
and woman, one being uppermost and then the other, that often gave her conduct an 
unexpected turn' (ed. 2000, pg 133). The fluctuating status of the masculine and 
feminine aspects of Orlando's gender identity allows Woolf to present her creation as 
the most positive aspect of each sex’s behavioural and physiognomical 
characteristics. In this context, the androgynous state supercedes masculinity as the 
cultural ideal.
She has none of the formality of a man, or a man's love of power ... she could 
drink with the best and like games of hazard. She rode well and drove six 
horses at a gallop over London Bridge. Yet again, though bold and active as a 
man, it was remarked that the sight of another in danger brought on the most 
womanly palpitations.
ed. 2000, pg 133.
This is a characteristic frequently ascribed to the perceived duality of the 'artist' who
combines masculine intelligence with feminine emotional sensibilities. As Edward
Sackville-West comments in his contribution to St John's 1959 biography of Smyth;
14 For a discussion of Woolf’s use of fiction as a framework in which to dissect 
masculine culture see Chapter 5: Daughters of Eve: The Evolution of a 
Disenfranchised Female Creativity Aesthetic.
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'In many ways she united a woman's sensibility with a man's intellectual power' 
(Sackville-West, St John, 1959, pg 254). In this context, the creation of art becomes a 
source of transformation and unification, as Woolf states : 'different though the sexes 
are, they intermix' (ed. 2000, pg 133).
The cultural alignment of feminine art as superficial, transient and emotional in 
content15, therefore presents the female artist with the desire to identify herself as 
‘other’ than female. As discussed in Chapter One, the impact of socio-scientific 
ideologies upon the perception of woman's creative abilities presented a process of 
cultural alienation of the woman composer who attempts to create within the 
masculine sphere of 'art'. The adoption and emphasis placed upon the presence of 
masculinity (secondary sexual characteristics) within the female creator, therefore 
provides a means to legitimise woman’s creative abilities. The subsequent 
identification of the creative female as 'artist' similarly divorces her from the 
confinement of socio-scientifically constructed gender identity. To this end, Smyth 
readily adopted the outer garments of masculinity - her tweed suits worn with shirt 
and tie, pork pie hat, and cigar-smoking persona16 formed part of an interchangeable 
gender identity.
Woolf cites woman's alienation from the masculine sphere of art as the motivating 
force in the internalisation of masculine creative culture, most notably through the 
adoption of a male creative name and subsequent identity:
Currer Bell, George Eliot, George Sand, all the victims of inner strife as their 
writings prove, sought ineffectively to veil themselves by using the name of a 
man. Thus they did homage to the convention, which if not implanted by the 
other sex was liberally encouraged by them, (the chief glory of a woman is not 
to be talked of, said Pericles, himself a much-talked-of man).
Woolf, ed 1945, pg 52.
George Bernard Shaw, in his review of the 1890 Crystal Palace performance of
15See Chapter 1: ‘Craniology and Composition’.
16 Collis provides instances of Smyth’s cigarette and cigar smoking as a masculine 
affectation: ‘On being offered a cigar, she took it and said that she would smoke it 
after dinner, that it was a pity to ruin a good cigar by letting it go out every now and 
then’ (Collis, 1984, pg 81).
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Smyth's Serenade in D (1889)17, draws attention to Smyth's concealment of her gender 
within the concert programme notes: 'First there was a Serenade by Miss Smyth who 
wrote the analytic program in such terms as to conceal her sex, until she came 
forward to acknowledge the applause at the end' (Shaw 1893, Bodley Head, 1981, 
Vol 2, pg 54). In the context of Woolfs remarks, Smyth's concealment of gender 
could be interpreted as evidence of a female compositional anxiety18 - or, 
alternatively, as Smyth's attempt to create an objective performance environment 
(free from the considerations of sex) for the reception of the ‘Serenade’.
In professional life, Smyth assumes the status of an Orlando, adopting a sometimes 
masculine, sometimes feminine garb to suit the politics of any given situation19. As 
Smyth was herself to comment in 1928, 'every normal man, woman, or child loves 
dressing up' (Smyth, 1928, pg 39). Images of Smyth present this dichotomy and 
similarly provide evidence of Smyth's efforts consciously to publicise the masculine 
elements of her physical persona, as a means to validate her creative identity. Figure 
Three shows two studio portraits of Smyth taken in 1922 and 1927. Both photographs 
depict the composer in profile, hair pinned beneath the hat, in functional yet clearly 
masculine clothing. The placing of Smyth's right hand in her coat pocket functions 
within a physical vocabulary of masculine gesture20.
Perhaps of greater significance, however, is the fact that the photographs remain 
dispassionate, intimacy with both the photographer and the viewer in the form of eye 
contact not being established. Smyth, rather, is represented as the heroic 'subject' - the
^Performance given on the 26th April 1890 at the Crystal Palace under August 
Manns.
18The performance of the Serenade in D (1889) represented Smyth's first public 
performance of a large-scale work in London society.
19Smyth adopted a culturally feminine garb in order to secure her acceptability with 
American audiences at the New York premiere of her opera Der Wald (1901) - see 
Chapter 3: ‘Society and the Woman Composer’.
20In her unpublished precursory novel. Miss Ogilvy Finds Herself (1926), Radclyffe 
Hall ascribes this gesture to her heroine as evidence of the character’s masculinity; 
'she only takes her hands out of her pockets to light cigarettes' (Hall, Souhami, 1998, 
pg 250).
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portraits not functioning as a means to elicit a typically feminine emotive response. 
The contrast provided by the addition of Smyth's dog Pan III21 is significant in this 
respect. The dog makes contact with the viewer, whilst Smyth stares ahead into an
Figure 3.
‘Smyth’ 1922 (Collis, 1984, pg 97.)/ ‘The Author and Pan III (1928)
(Smyth, 1928, plate 1)
unseen distance. Whilst the photographs present a masculine aspect o f Smyth, she 
does not however conceal her gender, but rather presents her duality to viewer. This 
was an important convention within the social display o f masculine women. Figure 
Four, a portrait of the novelist Radclyffe Hall with her lover Lady Una Troubridge 
taken in 1927, reiterates this duality. Whilst Hall affects the 'countenance of a man'22, 
her skirt remains clearly visible.
The phenomenon of the masculine woman was, however, to prove a contentious issue
2‘Smyth had a succession of sheepdogs called Pan, refered to in her biographies as 
Pan I to VI.
22 Hall was to comment on a portrait o f herself in masculine dress; 'It was not the 
countenance of a woman, but of a very handsome man' (Hall, Souhami, 1998, pg 
242).
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Figure 4. ‘Miss Radclyffe Hall and Una Troubridge’. 1927 (Souhami, 1998.)
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for the feminist movement, many of whom sought to reclaim female identity within 
the struggle for female emancipation. For feminists such as Marie Corelli (writing in 
1905, in Free Opinions - Freely Expressed on Certain Phases of Modern Social Life 
and Conduct), the masculine woman underwent a process of de-sexualisation:
In claiming and securing intellectual equality with Man, she should ever bear 
in mind that such a position is only to be held by always maintaining and 
preserving as great an Unlikeness to him as possible in her life and 
surroundings. Let her imitate him in nothing but independence and 
individuality. Let her eschew his fashions in dress, his talk and his manners. A 
woman who wears “manish” clothes, smokes cigars, rattles out slang, gambles 
at cards, and drinks brandy and soda on the slightest provocation, is lost 
altogether, both as a woman and man, and become sexless.
Corelli, 1905, pg 182-3.
For Caeser Lombroso (Russet 1989), evidence of masculinity within the work of 
women results in a cultural gender transformation; 'As Concourt said, there are no 
women of genius, the women of genius are men' (Lombroso, Russet, 1989, pg 95). 
For Virginia Woolf, writing in 1929 in A Room of One's Own, art represents the 
unification of the masculine and feminine components of the human mind; Perhaps a 
mind that is purely masculine cannot create, any more than a mind that is purely 
feminine' (Woolf, ed. 1945, pg 97). Creative androgyny therefore, in the context of 
Goncourt's perception of the creative mind as inherently 'masculine', provides a 
means for woman to undergo a process of cultural masculinisation, yet concurrently 
retain her sense of gender identity - a position reiterated by Ellis within his Study of 
British Genius (1904), in which he seeks to culturally de-sexualise both the creative 
male and female in the attempt to establish a hierarchy of intellect above body; 'a 
passionate devotion to intellectual pursuits seems often to be associated with a lack of 
passion in the ordinary relationships of life' (Ellis, 1904, pg 153). In this context, the 
alignment of the creative female with the perfectionised state of the adolescent boy 
seeks to perpetuate the female artist as a non-sexual being, and thereby maintain her 
childlike status. Significantly, Ellis identifies asexuality as a significant reoccurring 
factor in the 55 women of genius compiled from his survey of over 30,000 names23.
23For a discussion of Ellis’s survey, see Chapter 1 ‘A Sizeable Intelligence,
Gender and Genius;.
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Of the women represented, only two thirds ever married, a statistic also concordant 
with the considerably larger male sample selected24. Childlessness (which Ellis 
classifies as sterility as opposed to conscious control of reproduction) is also 
identified by Ellis as a significant factor;
The number of sterile persons (like the number of unmarried persons) among 
our eminent men and women must be regarded as, in all probability, an 
abnormally large proportion in comparison with the general population of the 
same period and class.
Ellis, 1904, pg 164.
While Ellis is in many respects attempts, however, to contextualise his results within 
the sphere of social and geographical demographics, he fails to identify the cultural 
forces which, for many creative women, made marriage implausible. For Woolf 
(1929), woman’s historical position in relation to the traditional roles of child-bearer 
and economic dependent made the perpetuation of female creativity within the 
context of marriage impossible:
Making a fortune and bearing thirteen children - no human being could stand 
i t ... to earn money was impossible for them, and in the second, had it been 
possible, the law denied them the right to possess what money they earned.
Woolf, 1929, pg 24.
Similarly, Smyth herself was to comment upon the incompatibility of the ’creative 
life' with the duties and responsibilities of marriage and maternity25;
24Ellis reports that only approximately 30% of the male genii represented within 
his survey ever married, whilst 6% of those were in some way associated with the 
clergy, and had undertaken a vow of celibacy (Ellis, 1904, pg 153).
25 Further evidence of the perceived incompatibility between marriage and the 
demands of intellectual creativity can be found within popular musical opinion of the 
period. Frederick Meadows-White (director of the Royal Academy of Music during 
the mid-nineteenth century and husband of English composer Alice Mary Smith) was 
asked by journalist Stephen Stratton to provide reasons for the lack of public and 
lasting success of female composers and their works. For Meadows-White, the 
justification for woman's absence from the historical canon of works and composers 
lay within the nature of composition itself. He regarded time as an important element 
within the composer’s development, something which marriage and an unsympathetic 
husband could easily prevent. 'There is no doubt that a woman when she is married 
has other duties which may prevent her from occupying all her time within musical 
composition' (Meadows-White, Stratton, 1996, pg 215-6).
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Everyday I become more and more convinced of the truth of my old axiom, 
that why no women have become composers is because they have married, 
and then very properly, made their husband and children the first 
consideration. So even if I were to fall desperately in love with Brahms and he 
were to propose to me, I should say no.
Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 53.
The contentious question of marriage arose between Smyth and Harry Brewster, upon 
the death of his wife Julia in September 189526; The death of Julia Brewster 
grievously disturbed the smooth flow of my relations with HB ... the result was that I 
found myself gradually beginning to hate HB' (Smyth, 1940, pg 22). Thus Smyth, 
furthermore conscious of the limitations placed upon her personal and professional 
life by such an arrangement, declined his proposal27.
However, it is important to note that marriage and maternity did not pose a universal 
barrier to the development of a successful career. In her autobiography The Life of 
Liza Lehmann, by herself (1919), Lehmann contextualises her marriage and 
subsequent motherhood as the catalyst to her subsequent compositional development;
It was not long after my marriage that a curious thing happened. All the 
intense longing to compose music, which I had for so long felt and which had 
been partially repressed for years, now found vent.
Lehmann, 1919, pg 70.
Given the collaborative nature of Smyth’s relationship with Brewster, it is similarly 
unlikely that marriage would have presented a significant barrier to the furtherment of 
Smyth’s career. In this context, Smyth’s refusal suggests that Smyth considered 
herself to be incompatible the heterosexual institution of marriage.
'Not as the work of a woman, should Miss Smyth's work be judged'
The understanding of female creativity as a hereditary legacy of masculine biological
26Smyth had been initially introduced to the Brewster's in Rome, via Lisl
Herzgonberg, (Harry's sister in law), with whom Smyth was romantically involved. 
Brewster however, developed feelings for Smyth and they subsequently engaged in a 
relationship (largely platonic) until his death in June 1908.
27 Smyth, 1940, pg 22.
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or cultural characteristics most readily finds its articulation within the language of 
music criticism. Bernard Shaw typifies the critic’s preoccupation with gender as a 
criterion of assessment: 'When E M Smyth's heroically brassy overture to Anthony 
and Cleopatra was finished, and the composer called to the platform, it was observed 
with stupification that all that tremendous noise had been made by a lady' (Shaw, 
1932 vol 2, pg 37). While Smyth interprets her compositional persona within the 
press as primarily feminine, and therefore subject to negative socio-scientific 
ideologies ('I was not a composer, but a 'lady composer” - Smyth, 1928, pg 23), there 
is clear evidence to suggest that rather than reiterating Smyth's feminine identity, the 
press in many instances sought to culturally recontextualise her compositional voice 
within a masculine persona.
A concert review of Smyth's opera Der Wald (1901, premiered at the New York 
Metropolitan Opera House in March 1903) featured in the Musical Courier (18th 
March 1903) seeks to establish Smyth's compositional voice as an emulation of 
'masculine style'. For the reviewer, Smyth's compositional success lies in her divorce 
from femininity and her subsequent classification as an ambiguous 'other'; 'this gifted 
woman has successfully emancipated herself from her sex' {The Musical Courier, 18th 
March 1903, pg 46/11). John Yohalem, an archivist at the New York Metropolitan 
Opera House, presents a contemporary perspective of the work’s reception within the 
New York press; 'few New York critics liked the opera, but many were impressed by 
Smyth's technical skill. Whether the music evidenced "femininity" was a matter of no 
little disagreement' (Yohalem, reproduced in www.metopera.org).
What is revealing in the historical source materials Yohalem presents is an obvious 
conflict on the part of the reviewers to distance Smyth from compositional features 
traditionally perceived as female, whist simultaneously reinforcing the feminine 
aspects of Smyth's physical gender. A review quoted by Yohalem from The 
Telegraph (March 1903) expresses both Smyth's compositional and physical persona 
within the context of a biological metaphor: 'This little woman writes music with a 
masculine hand and has a sound and logical brain, such as is supposed to be the 
especial gift of the tougher sex.’ {The Telegraph, March 1903, Yohalem). The 
reviewer’s reference to the 'masculine hand' is significant on a number of levels - in
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the first instance, the notion of a biological justification for Smyth's compositional 
abilities; and secondly, that Smyth has assumed a physically masculine identity in 
order to compose in a 'masculine style'. In a similar context, the reference to Smyth's 
physical stature functions as an effective analogy for the masculinisation of her 
biological and creative gender; she is Tittle woman' (that is, scarcely a woman - more 
male than female).
The author’s reference to the 'masculine hand' may also be interpreted in a more 
literal context. Smyth reports numerous instances of her works being accredited to the 
assistance, or indeed literal composition, of a male colleague; 'Brahms jumped to the 
conclusion that Henschel had written my songs! Such are the delights of being a 
woman!' (Smyth, Crichton, 1959, pg 233). Smyth met a similar response from 
Seebach, the opera intendant at Dresden, who exhibited a certain degree of reticence 
during the final negotiations for a proposed performance of Der Wald (1901)28;
As he spoke it suddenly flashed across me, Perhaps he believes about
Fantasio what Levi, until he came to know me, thought about the Mass - that I
had probably got someone else to score for me.
(Smyth, Crichton, 1959, pg 223)
The blurring of gender boundaries with regard to both Smyth and her work proves to 
be a contentious issue. For the critic from Music and Drama (March 12th 1903), as a 
result of Smyth's cultural emulation of masculine style; ‘[the work] has no 
physiognomy of its own' {Music and Drama, March 12th 1903, Yohalem). In an 
article featured in The Music Times written shortly after Smyth's death in May 1944, 
as a commemoration of her life, the author summarises her compositional 'idiom' 
thus: 'there is no recognisable Smyth manner' {The Musical Times, July 1944). 
Smyth's work can thus be said to occupy a contentious position and is frequently 
identified as being an amalgamation of masculine compositional styles. The critic 
from Music and Drama locates the opera’s lack of success in precisely these terms: 
‘But the best of singers could not for a long time float a work so barren of original 
individual melody ....Any one of a thousand living musicians, women or men, might
28The negotiations with Seebach took place in Dresden during February 2001. After 
completing the full score Smyth received a 'curt note' with only the explanation that 
Seebach 'found it impossible to produce the opera' (Smyth, St John, 1959, pg 235).
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have written it' (cited by Yohalem in www.metopera.org).
The critic from The Musical Times goes on to suggest that in this context, the 
‘marketability’ of Smyth's physical gender imbues the work with its cultural value; 'If 
‘Der Wald’ had been written by a man, it would not have been acclaimed as it was 
yesterday’ (1903, Yohalem). In the process of mythologising the negative reception 
of the opera in New York, Smyth sought to emphasise the primitive masculine nature 
of American culture: 'I felt in my bones that Der Wald was as out of place in America 
as one of the Muses would be at a football match' (Smyth, 1940, pg 218).
Impersonating Brahms - Sonata for Violin and Piano in A Minor Op. 7
The reception of Smyth's work as other than 'feminine', but equally underdeveloped in 
masculine compositional style and strength (and therefore excluded from 
identification within masculine compositional traditions), was to result in Smyth's 
ambiguous compositional status within the mainstream nineteenth-century canon. An 
article featured in The Musical Times (July 1944) seeks to avoid a problematic 
discussion of the engenderment of Smyth's compositional voice by seeking to 
contextualise her works within the idiom of an 'out-moded' Germanic compositional 
tradition;
She was of an age to form her language in a world striving to nourish itself 
with second-hand Wagner, dilute Brahms, and the romantic cliche. The result 
was that she fell into an idiom that dated itself in the ears of the next 
generation; and her creative imagination was not strong or personal enough to 
cast off idiom or shape it to individual purposes'.
The Musical Times, July 1944, pg 211.
The reviewer’s comments are significant on a number of levels - firstly, for 
suggesting the concept of cultural taste as a stimulus for compositional style; and 
secondly, for implying a subsequent compromise of the autonomous status of Smyth 
and her art as a result of its populist content. This is a view which, in many respects, 
reflects the socio-scientific conception of the female work of art as temporal and 
primarily decorative, as opposed to the perceived abstract and conceptual nature of
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masculine art29 - a feature Darwin identifies within the cultural values of the primitive 
races; 'there is good reason to suspect that they love novelty, for its own sake' 
(Darwin, 1871, ed 1981, pg 65). The reviewer also implies that as a product of her 
gender, Smyth lacks the ability to innovate, and is therefore reliant upon the imitation 
of masculine forms in order to express herself within the context of masculine culture. 
In this context, Smyth's use of compositional imitation provides a point of cultural 
reference. Within the process of a feminist internalisation of masculine culture, 
however, imitation - at the hands of an androgynous 'Orlando' - becomes a means of 
transformation. In many respects, the cultural adoption of a masculine guise allows a 
subversion of meaning, which reflects the feminine 'ideal' within a masculine 
construct.
For Wood (ed. Solie, 1993), Smyth has subverted masculine compositional forms30 by 
the addition of an elaborate biographical subtext, which transforms traditionally 
masculinised structures into a metaphorical symbolism of lesbian desire. Wood states 
that Smyth writes music;
in ways that simultaneously reveal and conceal lesbian experience; that her 
narrative invention, which inscribes a musically coded lesbian message, is 
derived from the craft as well as the metaphor of fugue and fugal 
counterpoint.
Wood, ed Solie, 1993, pg 165.
Wood draws upon the numerous analogies to musical form within Smyth's 
biographical writings. The reiteration of her relationships with Lisl Herzogenberg and 
her brother-in-law Henry Brewster, serves as both a recurrent theme and point of 
biographical reference throughout Smyth's autobiographies. In the preface to As Time 
Went On (1936), Smyth describes this relationship as 'that fantastic triangular duel, 
that mad essay in three-part counterpoint' (Smyth, 1928, pg 10). Within the same 
volume, Smyth refers to a comment made by Nelly Benson with reference to the 
programme notes issued at the Royal Albert Hall performance of the Mass in D
29 Schoenberg likens the female compositional process, to that of a dress-maker. See 
chapter 1: ‘Size Matters: The Brain and the Body’.
30In this context, masculine musical forms relates specifically to orthodox musical 
structures, recognised as being inherent to the Western art music tradition. See 
chapter 1.
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(1893);
A phrase in the Analytical Notes - something about a loud allusion to a former 
subject in the bass. 'I do not profess to be musical,' she wrote, 'but I think I 
should have been quite at home at that passage. It's a trait of yours I know so 
very well!'
Smyth, 1928, pg 18.
There is strong evidence to suggest that Smyth used her music programmatically as a 
form of documentation and an articulation of sexual desire. In a letter to her mother 
dated October 1877, Smyth discusses the composition of the second Piano Sonata in 
F Sharp Minor (1877) as a response to a meeting with the German actress Marie 
Geistinger:
You can imagine the effect of the visit! I came home, felt like another 
creature, and forthwith composed I think, the best thing I have yet done - the 
skeleton of a first movement of a new sonata. It is really programme music, 
though no one would know it! I have the whole scene there going up the stairs, 
the Herzklopefen at the door, and all.
Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 241.
Whilst Smyth's comments can be specifically related to the emotional content of the 
work and subsequent thematic development; 'the first subject of this movement seems 
to evoke 'the heart beating' at the door of Marie Geistinger' (Serbescu, 1996, pg 15). A 
letter written by Lisl Herzogenberg (June 1878) seeks to contextualise their 
relationship within the confines of musical form;
The Minuet form is best suited to us just now-1st part: 16 bars; 2nd part: 16 
bars; a little Trio; repeat the Minuet and add a nice little Coda for the special 
edification of YOUR MOTHER
Lisl, Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 247-8.
In the context of their relationship, Lisl's reference to the Trio has clear parallels with 
the position of Smyth as the 'adopted' child of Lisl and Heinrich Herzogenberg31. 
Significantly, Lisl and her husband were involved in a similarly three-way
31 Tt was settled that though my mother must never hear of it, I was really her [LisTs] 
child, that, as she put it, she must have “had” me without knowing it when she was 
eleven’ (Smyth, Collis, 1984, pg 26.)
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relationship with the composer Brahms, a relationship which operated within a 
similar psychosexual dynamic of desire. MacDonald (ed. Sadie, 1993) discusses the 
importance of this relationship in the context of Leipzig musical society; 'Brahms 
frequently stayed at the Herzogenbergs’ home at Leipzig ... Heinrich and Elisabet 
were among the first to receive his new works in manuscript or hear them privately 
played by their composer, and Brahms greatly valued their comments and criticisms' 
(MacDonald, 1993, pg 236). Brahms had encountered the young Lisl (formally von 
Stockhausen) during 1862, when for a short period of time she was one of his 'star 
pupils'. However, as McDonald reports, 'in danger of falling in love with her he 
cancelled the lessons' (1993, pg 130). In January 1874, Brahms and Lisl were to 
become reacquainted in the context of Leipzig society, although their friendship was 
both legitimised and safely contained by the presence of Lisl’s husband Heinrich; 
'forthwith sprang up a remarkable three-cornered friendship that lasted nearly 20 
years' (1993, pg 236).
Significantly, Smyth had been much influenced by the cultural persona of Brahms 
during her formative compositional years32. Her first meeting with the composer (to 
which 'everything else seemed like a prelude' - Smyth, Crichton. 1987, pg 70) took 
place in January 1878 when Brahms arrived in Leipzig to premiere the Symphony in 
D Major (1877) - an event imbued with added significance by Smyth's first sighting 
of the soon-to-be-beloved Lisl, in the presence of Brahms’ inner circle;
How I envied George Henschel (whose wildly exciting acquaintance I had 
recently made in England), who had accompanied Brahms from Berlin, and 
was now standing with a group of the elect round about the master! Prominent 
among these, and obviously engaged in soothing the composer's ruffled 
susceptibilities, was a beautiful woman with a pale face and wavy, golden 
hair, who had been pointed out to me as the celebrated Frau Elisabeth von 
Herzogenberg, a phenomenally gifted amateur friend of Brahms' with whom 
he always stayed when in Leipzig.
Smyth, 1933, pg 59-60.
32Let mine be the humbler task of turning back the pages of a life's record, and 
conjuring up the picture of the man himself as he appeared to a young English girl, 
one of the wings of whose flight from English country life to Leipzig was a 
passionate admiration for the Brahms of the B flat Sextet, the Cello Sonata, the 
Libeslider Walzer, and such of his songs and earlier chamber works as were being 
introduced to London at the 'Pops' by Joachim, Frau Schumann, and other pioneers' 
(Smyth, 1933, pg 58-9).
112
In Female Pipings in Eden (1933), Smyth devotes a chapter to her 'Recollections of 
Brahms', a discussion which presents a problematic account of her relationship with 
the man who fulfills the duel roles of a much-admired composer and potential love 
rival for the affections of Lisl; ‘Brahms’s worship would flame up in unison with the 
blaze in the kitchen. In short he was adorable with Lisl’ (Smyth, 1919 Vol 1,263-4). 
Whilst Smyth's account is largely appreciative fas with his compositions, so it was 
with his piano playing - to my mind the most wonderful I have ever heard' - Smyth, 
1933, pg 68-9), she presents Brahms' personal persona in a far from sympathetic light; 
'I never fathomed wherein lay the intellectual supremacy Brahms was credited with, 
and suspected it was a case of subscribing to a gradually built-up legend' (1933, pg 
65). Brahms' perception of women as 'fascinating toys' (1933, pg 67) also provides an 
important component of Smyth's recollections. In the process of writing her 
autobiography, Smyth therefore seeks to discredit Brahms’ position as romantic hero, 
and to re-mythologise herself as romantic lead in the Smyth/Brahms/Lisl relationship.
As a device to articulate lesbian desire, Smyth similarly undertakes a transformation 
of Brahms' compositional voice, within her imitation and subsequent inversion of his 
compositional meaning. After 'the break with Lisl' had taken place during the summer 
of 1885, Smyth composed a number of works containing a marked subtext, encoding 
expressions of desire and the hope of reconciliation in the context of masculine 
musical forms33. In the context of Smyth and Lisl's lesbian relationship, Brahms’ 
music had formed part of the shared cultural vocabulary of desire. Smyth's imitation 
of a Brahmsian style therefore holds a particular cultural resonance, which relates 
specifically to female experience.
In this respect, Smyth's Sonata for Violin and Piano in A Minor Op. 7 (1887, a work 
dedicated to Lily Wach as a ‘thank you’ for her attempts to prompt a reconciliation 
between the composer and Lisl) fulfills a specific expressive function.34 The third
3lThe Mass in D (1891) is highly significant in this respect. For a discussion of the
subtext and contextualisation of the work. See Chapter 4 : ‘Composing Biography:
Smyth and the Mass in D’.
34'Lili Wach hoped much, and so did I, from a meeting between her and Lisl ... But 
this last and best card was played in vain. It was impossible, wrote Lili, to elicit any 
satisfactory explanation of her towards me' (Smyth, Crichton, 1989, pg 136). The
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movement, Romanza, carries an inscription from Dante's Inferno, which relates to the 
story of Francesca da Rimini; ‘The bitterest woe of woes, is to remember in our 
wretchedness. Old happy times...' (Universal, 1923). The work received its first 
performance in Leipzig on December 8th 1887, where Adolf Brodsky and Fanny 
Davies were the soloists. This performance was significant on a number of levels - in 
the first instance, because the location of Leipzig was the home and cultural base of 
Lisl (thus firmly establishing the work in the context of their relationship); and 
secondly, due to the largely negative reception of the press to the work of a woman 
composer writing with an evidently 'masculine hand'. As Smyth reports, 'the critics 
unanimously said it was devoid of feminine charm and therefore unworthy a woman' 
(Smyth, Crichton, 1989, pg 140). Joseph Joachim elicited a similar response after 
receiving the score from Smyth in March 1888, with the hope of securing a London 
performance in the coming season. Joachim pronounced the work a failure; 
'unnatural, far-fetched, overwrought' (Joachim, Collis, 1984, pg 43), informing Smyth 
that she was without talent as a composer - after which, ‘[he] comforted himself by 
reflecting that if my musical bent was genuine it would survive his lack of 
appreciation' (Smyth, Crichton, 1989, pg 140).
Female emulation of masculine style was, however, a culturally accepted convention, 
and Smyth’s emulation of Brahms therefore falls within an existing tradition of 
female creative practice. Benson reiterates this ideology within The Male 
Impersonator (1929); when a female character considers how to progress with her 
watercolour, she bases her creative decision upon the masculine model offered by 
Sargent: ‘“There!” she said to herself. “That’s what he would have done’” (Benson, 
1929, pg 4).
unsuccessful interview between Lili and Lisl took place in Leipzig during the autumn 
of 1879.
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As compositional models, Brahms’ violin sonatas. Sonata in G Op. 78. (1879),
Allegro Amabile J  = 116
Musical Example 1. Brahms Sonata in A Op. 100. Allegro Amabile
Sonata in A Op. 100 (1886) and Sonata in D Minor Op. 108 (1888), present many 
stylistic features incorporated by Smyth into her musical vocabulary. Brahms 
frequently utilises descending syncopated passages for violin, set against a
efecres.
Musical Example 2. Smyth, ‘Sonata for Violin and Piano in A Minor Op.7' (1887)
Movement III. Romanza 
contrapuntal contrary motion movement in the piano part (see Musical Example 1):, a
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Musical Example 3. Smyth. Sonata in A Minor. Movement III ‘Romanza’
ROMÀNZE.
Andante grazloso. Dante, tnf.v. 121.
Vivaio rna non troppo  « *  =  54
Musical example 4 . Brahms. Sonata in D Minor. Op. 108 (888)
stylistic feature which Smyth uses as a prominent device within movement III (the 
Romanze - see Musical Example 2).
Smyth’s Romanze builds upon a two-bar descending motif (see Musical Example 3), 
which features as a motivic device and subsequent dialogue between the two soloists. 
In terms of a possible narrative within the compositional structure, the Romanza has a 
simple ternary structure, but fluctuates from E minor to E major (and their respective 
relative minor keys), before returning to the melancholy nature of the opening E
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minor harmony.
In this sense, Smyth returns to ‘the wretchedness’ of happy times in a literal fashion. 
Smyth similarly expands upon Brahms’ use of rhythmic drive, a feature frequently 
characterised by alternating triplet violin ostinato (see Musical Examples 4 and 5)
mm# SBmm
Musical Example 5 ‘ Smyth. Sonata in A Minor. Movement 1 
against a syncopated piano accompaniment, which creates both tension and dialogue
Musical Example 6. Smyth. Sonata in A Minor. Movement II
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between the two soloists, who are frequently set in a position of dramatic opposition 
as opposed to musical support.
In this context, Jochim’s identification of the work as ‘overwrought’ becomes 
suggestive of socio-scientific conceptions of women as over-emotional. The work as 
a whole falls within a traditional sonata form genre, employing Brahms’ use of five- 
bar phrasing (see Musical Example 6) and the four-movement form of Brahms’ 
Sonata in A Op. 100 (1886).
Similarly, general technical features of instrumental style fall within established 
conventions of Germanic Brahmsian style. An article featured in The Musical Times 
regards this an inevitable consequence of Smyth's Leipzig education; 'By going to 
Leipzig for her training, as promising English composers of her time were bound to 
do, she missed the tide of the English renaissance and ever after wrote in what is 
essentially a German idiom' - The Musical Times, June 9th, 1944, pg 6. For 
Tchaikovsky (cited in Collis 1984), however, Smyth’s style was not only Germanic in 
character, but based upon a compositional aesthetic which positioned Brahms at the 
zenith of musical beauty;
From her point of view, Brahms stood on the supreme pinnacle of all music 
and all that had gone before him served merely as a preparation for the 
incarnation of absolute musical beauty in the creations of the Viennese master.
Tchaikovsky, Collis, 1984, pg44.
Smvth's Sexual Genesis
In the context of Darwin's theory of sexual determination of the foetus, masculine 
traits within women could be perceived as the result of biological (as opposed to 
cultural) stimulus. However, as previously established in Chapter 1, environmental 
forces and behavioural deviance could equally manifest themselves upon the body. 
For society, therefore, the phenomenon of masculine sexual characteristics within 
women (primarily through the adoption of a masculine physical and behavioural 
persona) represented a real danger to the highly suggestive female populous who, by
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virtue of their feminine nature, remained susceptible to cultural suggestion. Female 
author E Agnes, in When Women Know How (1919), a behavioural manual for 
women, identifies 'masculine' occupations as threatening to women’s mental stability:
There is one striking fact that proves how necessary it is for women to follow 
their natural bent. That is the greater frequency of insanity in women since 
they began doing the work of men. It is not only the women who actually 
become insane from the danger, but for every fifty women who cross the 
border-line of insanity there must be a thousand who are driven perilously 
near.
Agnes, 1919, pg 103.
Agnes's comment conforms to the socio-scientific preconception of female 
physiognomy as fundamentally weaker than man’s, and, therefore, unable to support 
the rigours of masculine behaviour without serious health risks. The cultural backlash 
against female masculinity was in many respects a response to the necessary 
infiltration of women into the male-dominated professions during the First World 
War35. Fashion for women during the period adapted to reflect the cultural 
masculinisation of the ‘modem’ woman. Summerscale (1997) highlights the change 
within cultural aesthetics of female beauty which revolved around issues of 
practicality, and the promotion of woman as the androgynous ideal. The waistlines on 
dresses dropped to remove emphasis from the hips and, by association, woman’s 
child-bearing potential. Skirts and sleeves were shortened to reveal the legs and arms, 
and the hair cropped to resemble schoolboy fashion. Cultural symbols of masculinity 
- blazers, ties, cufflinks and dinner jackets - were similarly adapted for women. 
Fashion designer Monsieur Worth was to comment that 'these masculine lines make 
women look young' (Summerscale, 1997, pg 90). In this context, masculinity within 
women fulfilled a temporary function as a means to de-construct the cultural 
limitations represented by socio-scientific culture.
The masculine woman, however, occupied a culturally contentious position in 
relation to the feminist movement. Ellen Key, a prominent leader of the women's
35By July 1919 there were approximately 250 women ambulance drivers serving on 
the front lines in Northern France. Although working as volunteers, their duties 
included the supervision of German prisoners, burying the dead, clearing battle zones 
and removing the injured from the front line (Summerscale 1998). In this context, 
traditional concepts of female inferiority and mental instability were temporarily 
vanquished by the harrowing demands placed upon the drivers.
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movement in central Europe, sought to reiterate femininity as a gender aesthetic in 
order to disassociate the movement from ‘deviant’ female sexuality. In her discussion 
of early twentieth-century feminist ideologies. The Women's Movement (with an 
introduction by Havelock Ellis, 1912), she offers a distinction between old and ‘new’ 
feminism, on the basis of woman’s relationship to masculine culture:
Among these women, independent through their work, useful to society, that 
older type is still occasionally found perhaps, a survival of the time when 
emancipation was rather generally interpreted as freedom from masculinity. 
The "man-woman" in masculine attire, with weapons of defence against man 
in one hand and a cigarette in the other, her soul filled with mad ambition for 
her own sex and, as representative of her entire sex, with hatred toward the 
other.
Key, 1912, pg 73.
For creative women, therefore, biologically excluded from masculine sexual 
characteristics (culturally identified as essential to the creation of large-scale 
compositional forms, abstract and monumental thought, imagination and 
individuality), it became necessaiy to define female creative abilities as resulting 
from a genetic masculine inheritance, or alternately as a process of emulating 
masculine culture.
Whilst, during the late nineteenth century, the Darwinian concept of secondary sexual 
characteristics legitimised female masculinity as an androgynous evolutionary legacy, 
the publication of Radcliffe Hall's The Well of Loneliness (1928) was inevitably to 
impact upon perceptions of female sexuality within masculine women. Despite 
developments within the sexual sciences toward the end of the nineteenth century, 
Smith-Rosenberg (ed Duberman, Vicinus & Chauncey 1990) identifies the cultural 
classification of female sexual behaviour as problematic; ‘ Although physicians 
carefully labeled comparable behaviour when engaged in by boys and college men as 
homosexual and perverted, they categorized the women as masturbators and female 
homosexuality as a rare and exotic phenomenon.’ (Pg 268.) Key (1912), for example, 
finds the existence of lesbianism problematic and actively seeks to distance herself as 
a feminist from notions of same-sex desire:
There is today much talk of "Sapphic" women, and it is even possible that
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they exist in that unique form which men imagine. I have never met them, 
presumably because we rarely meet in life those with whom no fibre of our 
being has any affinity.
Key, 1912, pg 79.
German sexologist Karl Heinrich Ulrichs (1825-1895) was the first to identify sexual 
deviation within the 'third sex' as 'congenital inversion'.36 Krafft-Ebing, writing 
towards the close of the nineteenth century in Psychopathia Sexual is (1889, cited in 
Showalter, 1991), was among the first to sexuahse the masculine woman - a 
theoretical stance which would be gradually adopted into mainstream culture during 
the early decades of the twentieth century:
Uranism may nearly always be suspected in females wearing their hair short, 
or who dress in the fashion of men, or pursue the sports and pastimes of their 
male acquaintances; also in opera singers and actresses who appear in male 
attire on the stage by preference.
Krafft-Ebing, Showalter, 1991, pg 23.
The findings of Ulrich and Krafft-Ebing, however, perpetuated the theory of Darwin's 
‘androgynous body’ which (for lesbians such as Radcliffe Hall) provided a source of 
biological legitimisation for a cultural phenomenon perceived as a manifestation of 
decadence.37 In a lecture delivered to The Young Socialists of Scotland (Russet 1989), 
Hall adopts both Ulrich’s terminology and Darwin’s theoretical stance, locating 
inversion as a consequence of glandular secretion:
These glandular secretions influence the cells and thus the whole human 
structure, both physical, mental and spiritual. You can kill all the inverts but 
while they live you can not make them other than inverted. They are and will 
always remain as God made them and their sexual attractions will be therefore 
inverted as they were in the girl of whom I wrote - the unfortunate girl 
Stephen Gordon.
Hall, Souhami, 1998, pg 8.
From a contemporaneous perspective, Smyth’s presentation of her sexuality is clearly 
evident within her autobiographical writings. In A Final Burning of Boats (1928),
36(Bristow, 1997, pg 25).
3 'They flaunt themselves in public places with increasing effrontery... They appear to 
revel in their defiance of public opinion. They do not shun publicity. On the contrary, 
they seek it, and they delight in their flamboyant notoriety' {The Times 1928,
Souhami, 1988, pg 9).
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Smyth makes reference to the male perception of a female 'flaw' within her work. The 
language of her retaliation displays a clear sexual subtext, which suggests that man is 
unable to fulfil woman both spiritually and sexually:
some gentleman has been complaining of some 'flaw' that runs through all my 
work. What if the flaw is in him? What if all this restiveness against woman's 
spirit indicates a certain deficiency in men ... I mean a certain spiritual 
impotence that cuts these men off from healthy intercourse with the other sex, 
and limits them to the solitary pleasure of commune with their own spirit?
Smyth, 1928, pg48.
Smyth devotes a significant proportion of her autobiographies to the reiteration of the 
circumstances surrounding her break-up with Lisl. In Chapter One of What Happened 
Next... (1936), Smyth begins with a synopsis of the events surrounding the incident, 
attempting to reiterate her innocence with regard to Harry Brewster’s developing 
attachment and subsequent declaration of love for the composer; ‘for my part, wholly 
taken up as usual, by the woman, I had not the faintest suspicion of the real cause of 
the adventure’ (Smyth, 1936, pg 7). This re-telling, and re-mythologising of the 
events forms an important process within Smyth’s psycho-sexual development, and as 
such subsequently impacts upon the formation of her compositional ideas38.
For women such as Smyth, however, same sex relationships occupied a contentious 
position. The term ‘Boston marriage’ was used to describe a close ‘friendship’ 
between two women, but was significantly divorced from sex39. Souhami (1998), 
however, documents a close correlation between lesbian society and the arts. In her 
study of Radcliffe Hall, Souhami identifies the arts as a key social component in the 
lives of Hall and her lover, the female composer Mabel Batten:
Ladye sang ... at concerts ... Socially they mixed with other lesbians of their 
class who had money and cultural interests. They went to Ethel Smyth’s 
suffragette concert, saw clever pictures by Romaine Brooks at the Graphic 
Gallery and motored with Toupie Lowther.
Souhami, 1998, pg 52. 
Lesbian society was incredibly significant for Smyth, primarily as a means to attract
42 See Elizabeth Wood (ed Solie 1993)
43 Summerscale, 1997
122
powerful female patrons who would subsidise the publication and performance of her 
compositional works. In this respect, the American millionairess Mary Dodge was to 
become particularly significant to the furtherment of Smyth’s career:
Very shy and reclusive, she paid the musicians, told Ethel to invite whom ever 
she liked and to preside afterwards over tea and cakes. Meanwhile she listened 
from an adjoining room with the door locked... Never wavering her support of 
Ethel she was ready to make good the deficits of public concerts, brought her 
a house in Woking and gave her a hundred pounds a year for life.
Collis, 1894, pg 90.
For Smyth, dedications became a means to express publicly her feelings and thanks 
for financial assistance. In this respect, her songs functioned as an important forum to 
acknowledge wealthy patrons, and to openly express lesbian desires within a 
heterosexual context. Possession, from Three Songs (1913), provides an example in 
this regard. Dedicated to Emmeline Pankhurst, the song’s dramatic climax in verse 2 
falls upon the following lines of verse; ‘There came to my soul the friend I had waited 
for so long. And the deep chilly silence lay stricken and dead. Pierced to death by our 
love and our song’. Smyth was introduced to the Emmeline Pankhurst in the year 
seceding Brewster’s death, their relationship filling the emotional void left by 
Brewster’s absence: ‘It was in the year 1910 that Mrs Pankhurst came into my life, 
changing, as contact with her was apt to do, its whole tenor’ (Smyth, Crichton, 1989, 
pg 293). In a letter to Pankhurst in December 1913, Smyth was to articulate that 
which ‘can never be told’ :
At every crisis in you fate I want to tell you once more what never can be told 
- what you are to me and what I think of you. The only thing in me that still 
survives in this detestable nerve-racking climate is a passion of gratitude that 
in this world there is a soul, a brain, and a heart like yours ...
Smyth, 1935, pg 115.
Summerscale in her study of Marion B. Castaris40(1997), discusses homosexual 
society in London during the early 1900's, in respect to fashion and popular culture. 
Both Castaris's and Smyth's accounts of childhood bear a remarkable similarity, each 
identifying their childlike selves as boyish in terms of daring, athleticism, masculine
^Castaris was bom in 1900 and had become famous in the 1920's as the fastest 
woman on water, racing power boats internationally for Britain.
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aggression and relationships to parents and peers. In Impressions That Remained 
(1919 vol 1), Smyth recounts countless physical battles with her siblings:
We happened to love fighting. There was one terrific battle between Mary and 
myself in the course of which I threw a knife that wounded her chin ... [my 
brother] Johnny having in the meantime crawled under the table.
Smyth, 1919 voll, pg 17.
Smyth later recollects being thrown from a horse41, whilst Castaris recounts a similar 
childhood incident involving a camel, which prompted the nickname Tuffÿ amongst 
family and friends. Summerscale suggests that by citing these incidents and imbuing 
them with added significance, Castaris's recollections function as a means to self- 
create gender identity, and mythologise the subsequent fulfilment of the stereotypical 
’congenital invert'.
Her genesis, by this account, was of her own making; she was bom not of 
human flesh but of her own will, and sprang forth fully formed, a creature of 
her desire ... As she was thrown off the camel's back she threw off the 
feminine ... to start her life story with this mock death and birth ... [was to] 
undo the bonds of parentage and gender, and claim the power of self-creation.
Summerscale, 1997, pg 8.
Clearly this argument could equally be applied to Smyth's autobiographical writings 
in which she seeks to contextualise her childhood temperament and experiences, as a 
mythologised catalyst for the subsequent development of masculine behavioural 
characteristics; ambition and creative ability.
I hated outdoor parties, because one was dressed up at an unseasonable hour 
and had to behave like a little lady; also, as happened later in the long struggle 
for the vote, the males, who were unable to do without us in private life, cold- 
shouldered us in public, and it may be imagined how a tomboy would resent 
this.
Smyth, 1919, pg 47-49.
Parallels may also be drawn between the often tempestuous relationships of Smyth 
and Castaris to their mothers; 'far be it for me to say it was all her fault; I was not 
nicknamed "the stormy petrel" for nothing' (Smyth, 1919, pg 52). Castaris held a 
similarly problematic relationship with her own mother 'Evelyn', who in youth had 
been a glamorous figure, prone to violent mood swing; '[her] moods were fed by
41 (Smyth, Critchton, 1989, pg 21).
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alcohol and heroin. Within hours she could descend from brilliance and loose cruelty' 
(Summerscale, 1997, pg 19). Smyth similarly depicts her mother as an emotionally 
fragile creature, prone to over-emotional sentimentality and irrational exhibitions of 
temper.
her moods were many and her passions violent... No mother ever tormented 
herself more strangely. After saying goodnight to us, apparently in a happy 
frame of mind, perhaps she would not fall asleep at once, and then as only too 
often happens with the hypersensitive ... Molehills transformed themselves 
into mountains of despair... the whole thing as often as not wholly imaginary.
Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 47 - 49.
Radclyffe Hall explores the complex relationship of love and desire between the 
congenital invert, and the mother figure. In The Well Of Loneliness, Stephen's mother 
(Anna) functions as a feminine polarity to her daughter's innate masculinity.
Stephen's eyes invariably followed her father's, so that she too would stand 
looking at Anna, and sometimes she must catch her breath in surprise at the 
fullness of that calm beauty. She never got used to her mother's beauty.
Hall, ed 1998, pg 40.
The internalisation of the mother, daughter, relationship within lesbian relationships 
was, suggests Newton (1990), to provide an important pscycho-sexual dynamic. In 
her discussion of Hall’s representation of Stephen, Newton states that; ‘Hall defends 
Stephen’s claim to what is, in her fictional universe, the ultimate male privilege: the 
enjoyment of women’s erotic love. .. Hall has begun to describe what I take to be a 
central component of lesbian orientation, mother/daughter eroticism’ (Newton, ed 
Duberman, Vicinus, Chauncey, 1990, pg 290.). This concept of mother, daughter, 
eroticism holds special resonance within Smyth’s accounts of her lesbian 
relationships. Her relationship with women perpetuated the desire for a mother 
figure, a position which Lisl had readily filled.
I wonder why it is so much easier for me, and I believe for a great many 
English women to love my own sex passionately rather than yours? ... Even 
my love for my mother had an intense quality you can only call passion. How 
do you account for it? I can't make it out for I think I am a very healthy- 
minded person and it is an everlasting puzzle.
Smyth, Collis, 1984, pg 55.
Smyth’s remarks clearly reveal a complex perception of her sexuality within a socio-
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scientific construction of femininity. The context of androgyny, therefore, provided a 
means to combine masculine sexual desire and creative identity, with cultural 
constructions of gender.
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Chapter 3
A Stained Reputation: the Cultural Construction of the Lady Composer
For women composers such as Ethel Smyth and her contemporaries, located by virtue of 
their sex in a marginalised position to the mainstream music establishment, society and 
‘the social’ represented a key element within the formation and promotion of a 
compositional identity.
In a radio interview with the BBC (broadcast in 1946), fellow musician and social 
contemporary Sir Thomas Beecham identifies society as a significant and independent 
cultural agency in relation to the control of musical performance and publication. For 
Smyth, the social arena presented frequent introductions to key individuals who could 
provide financial support or bring influence to bear upon the agencies of publication and 
performance.1 The summer of 1889 was highly significant in this respect: ‘That summer 
I had made friends with August Manns, the conductor of the celebrated Crystal Palace 
Concerts’ (Smyth, Crichton. 1987 pg 150).' Manns’ influence was to secure the première 
performances of Smyth’s Serenade in D for orchestra (1889) and Overture to Anthony 
and Cleopatra (1889), as part of the 1890 Crystal Palace season.2 Beecham, in his 
retrospective evaluation of Smyth’s compositional status implies a connection between 
Smyth’s prominence within elite Victorian society and the advancement of her career.
1 The American millionairess Mary Dodge was notable in this respect, providing 
£1000 towards the cost of staging The Wreckers (1904) at His Majesty’s Theatre 
(Covent Garden 22nd June 1909) and in the securing of Beecham’s services as a 
conductor. Louise Collis, Impetuous Heart. The Story of Ethel Smyth (London: 
William Kimber & Co, 1984) 96.
2 The Serenade in D for orchestra received its premier at the Crystal Palace on 26 
April 1890, The Overture to Anthony and Cleopatra on 28 October of the same year. 
Smyth recounts the circumstances surrounding their acceptance for performance in 
Impressions That Remained Volume 1: ‘...to my surprise Manns had at once accepted 
my Serenade and put it on one of his April programmes’. Ethel Smyth, Impressions 
That Remained \ (London: Longmans Green & Co., 1919) 227.
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‘She made her presence felt both inside and outside the concert hall, and also in society, 
which was very important in those days3.
However, for the daughters of the aristocracy and upper middle classes, music making as 
a ‘profession’ was regarded as an aberration of acceptable female behaviour; ‘It is no 
exaggeration to say that the life I proposed to lead seemed to him [my father] equivalent 
to going on the streets’(Smyth, Crichton, 1987, p 56-7). Yet the sociological necessity of 
music making as a social skill and indicator of cultural status placed Victorian women’s 
musical activities in a public (albeit cultural controlled) arena.4 Distinctions between 
professional and amateur status, therefore, may be regarded as a cultural division as 
opposed to purely an indicator of performance standards or economic concerns. As Paula 
Gillett states in her study of musical women in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century: ‘amateur musicians often shared their talents on stage alongside professionals in 
charity events’.(Giller, 2000, pg 9.)
In this context, the interrelationship between performance opportunities for women and 
the societal ‘machine’ of charity concerts, dinner parties and the domestic ‘salon’ as a 
platform for the arts, becomes apparent. However, it is important to note that whilst 
female musical activity was effectively legitimised in the context of social interaction, 
cultural issues such as social class were of high import as ‘criteria’ for inclusion into 
artistic circles. For Smyth, as the product of a respectable upper-middle class family,5 her
3 An interview with Sir Thomas Beecham on the subject of: ‘Dame Ethel Smyth’ BBC 
Broadcast date 20.04.1958. British National Sound Archieve reference: 1LP0058895 
SI BD9 B
4 Paula Gillett provides a detailed account of the limited opportunities available to late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century women, wishing to pursue a professional career 
in the music industry: ‘Most women who wished to put their professional training to 
use were obliged to play in ladies’ or amateur orchestras, or in small ensembles that 
performed in restaurants and at homes - options that usually paid poorly, if they paid at 
all.’ Paula Gillett, Musical Women in England, 1870-1914 Encroaching on All Man's 
Privileges ” (London: MacMillan, 2000) 9.
5 Smyth was bom in Sidcup on 23 Apri l 1858, the daughter of a former colonial 
General and his Paris-educated wife. (Collis. 1984) 11.
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father’s social status acted as a signifier of entitlement to membership of the cultural 
elite. Smyth’s entry in Brown & Stratton’s British Musical Biography (1897) seeks to 
validate her given classification of ‘composer’ by locating her within a desirable social 
demographic: ‘Daughter of General J. H. Smyth, late of the Royal Artillery’(Stratton, 
1987, pg 385.)
Similarly, Smyth seeks to self-contextualise her own creativity within an upper middle- 
class cultural framework dedicating Chapter One (subtitled ‘Origins’), of her first 
biographical memoir Impressions that Remained (1919) to an extensive account of her 
family ancestry.6 However, whilst Smyth’s social status may be regarded as a source of 
cultural legitimisation for her compositional abilities, her desire to transcend the status of 
the female ‘amateur’ and compete in the masculine domain of the serious composer was 
to provide a continued source of cultural conflict throughout her career. For Smyth, the 
division between amateur and professional status was interwoven with issues of gender 
and, therefore, her desire to be accepted as: ‘A composer, an artist to be taken seriously 
as one of the opposite sex may expect to be taken’. (Smyth. The Times 9th June 1944)
Following the success of the 1890 Crystal Palace concerts, 1893 was to prove highly 
successful in terms of Smyth’s advancement within Victorian popular culture. The 
première of her Mass in D at the Royal Albert Hall, in the presence and at the instigation 
of leading members of the royal family and social ‘elite’, established Smyth as a key
6 Smyth was to produce a significant body of written work which sought to both 
document and mythologise her experiences as a woman composer in relation to the 
mainstream music establishment. In addition to numerous articles featured in the 
popular press, she completed ten volumes of autobiography, memoirs and essays. 
Details as follows: Impressions that Remained 2 vols (London: Longmans, Green & 
Co, 1919); Streaks ofTife (London: Longmans, Green & Co, 1921); A Three-Legged 
Tour in Greece (London: Heinemann, 1927); A Final Burning of Boats (London: 
Longmans, Green & Co, 1928); Female Pipings in Eden (London: Peter Davies, 
1933); Beecham and Pharaoh (London: Chapman & Hall, 1935); As Time Went On ... 
(London: Longmans, Green & Co, 1936); Inordinate (?) Affection (London: Cresset 
Press, 1936); Maurice Baring (London: Heinemann, 1938); What Happened Next 
(London: Longmans, Green & Co, 1940).
129
figure in the artistic and cultural circles of London society.7
Smyth’s elevated status within the London social scene was similarly reflected by her 
appearance in Edward Frederic Benson’s immensely popular comic novel Dodo: A 
Detail Of The Day (1893).8 In the novel she appears as Edith Staines, a heavily 
caricatured parody of Smyth’s physical, cultural and compositional persona. However, 
Benson’s portrayal of the late Victorian female within the context of a cultural climate 
largely hostile towards the advancement of women into traditionally masculine cultural 
and occupational spheres, would naturally impact upon the cultural perception of 
Smyth’s creative identity. Whilst the transmogrification of Smyth to Staines, Ethel to 
Edith was instrumental in the creation of an enduring caricature, it was also to become a 
source of negative mythology, achieving notoriety as opposed to credibility within the 
music establishment.
A novel form of exposure
The cultural persona of the Tady composer’ (or in the case of Smyth ‘in moments of after 
dinner expansiveness, our premier Lady Composer’9), was heavily reliant upon the 
creation (within a cultural context lacking positive female role models), of a female 
creative mythology. The representation of creative woman therefore, as a ‘social’ 
construct or ‘society being’ was an integral component of the inevitable interrogation of 
traditional concepts of femininity, and the transmogrification of woman through art.
7 Smyth’s patron the Empress Eugénie (former Empress of France) secured an 
introduction and subsequent impromptu performance at the piano if the Mass in D, 
with Queen Victoria in the autumn of 1892. The Duke of Edinburgh, as president of 
the Royal Choral Society, subsequently exerted his influence to secure the work’s 
premiere at The Royal Albert Hall on 18 January 1893. Ed. Crichton, The Memoirs o f  
Ethel Smyth, 193.
8 E. F. Benson, Dodo: À Detail of the Day (London: Methuen, 1893). References to 
this and the other Dodo novels are taken from E. F. Benson, Dodo: An Omnibus 
(London: Hogarth Press, 1986). Dodo: A Detail of the Day is hereafter DO: DDD.
9 Smyth, A Final Burning Of Boats 2
130
The privileged classes traditionally perpetuated the mythology of their own lives within 
the gossip columns of the popular press, and the forum of the exposé novel or 
confessional memoir. This sentiment is aptly expressed by Benson in the introductory 
chapter of his Dodo novel: ‘The larger half of London was asking questions, and the 
smaller half was enjoying its superiority in being able to give answers’ (DO: DDD, 4). In 
this context, Smyth’s own autobiographical writings functioned within an established 
tradition of self-promotion. For Elizabeth Wood, these texts form a significant 
component of Smyth’s sense of self-identity, she has become ‘[the] heroic protagonist in 
the romantic drama of her own life’. (Wood, ed Zaimont, Overhauser, Gorrlieb, pg 493.)
Significantly, Smyth was not alone in her utilisation of the autobiographical mémoire as 
a means to promote a public compositional identity. Liza Lehmann published her own 
compositional memoir The Life of lAza Lehmann, hy Herself published her won 
compositional memoir in the same year as Smyth’s Impressions That Remained (1919). 
This was a trend which other women composers quickly followed; Maude Valerie White 
published Friends and Mémoires (1914) and My Indian Summer (1932); and much later 
in the century Elizabeth Lutyens published A Goldfish Bowl (1972). In this context the 
medium presents both a popular and effective means of promoting an awareness of 
women within music during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Smyth’s reaction to Benson’s novel as a source of publicity which she refers to as ‘the 
celebrated, or if you like notorious book’(Smyth, 1936, p 205.), was understandably 
favourable. Edward ‘Fred’ Benson, as son of the Archbishop of Canterbury and the 
celebrated society hostess Mary Benson née Sedgwick (described by Gladstone as the 
cleverest woman in England), claimed membership of London’s social elite, and first­
hand knowledge of its key figures and the mythology surrounding them. ‘Fred’s long 
apprenticeship at the dinner tables of the socially ambitious afforded him the opportunity 
to observe their follies and pretensions’.(Masters, Benson, 2001, xi)
From 1886 Smyth and Mary Benson maintained a close and intimate relationship, in
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which Smyth’s biographer Louise Collis identifies Mary Benson’s role as that of
‘surrogate mother’,(Collis, 1984, pg 40.) a psycho-sexual dynamic which frequently
formed the basis of Smyth’s lesbian relationships.10 Smyth was more inclined to view
Staines as an affectionate, rather than vindictive parody: ‘she was, the one decent
character in the book!’(Smyth, Collis, 1984, pg 40.) However, Smyth’s relationship with
the Benson family was complicated hy an acrimonious relationship with Mary Benson’s
husband, the Archbishop of Canterbury. The Archbishop’s reaction to the novel,
particularly to the character of Staines, provides an informative gauge of public opinion:
On this occasion, when I entered the drawing-room - always a knee-shaking 
experience - His Grace, rapidly advancing to meet me, much to my mingled terror 
and gratification almost embraced me, and throughout the evening was - if  an 
expressive vulgarism be permitted - ‘all over me’ to such an extent, that I 
wondered if  someone had told him T was smitten with a mortal disease... As I 
went away, ‘What on earth,’ I whispered to Mrs Benson ‘made the Archbishop so 
amiable to me to-night?’ and she explained it was because he fancied I might 
have been hurt about ‘Edith Staines’.
Smyth, 1936, pg 205-6.
Benson was just 25 at the time of Dodo’s publication. The novel was well received as an 
entertaining account of the lives and eccentricities of the privileged classes, partly 
because of the author’s social pedigree. The Spectator described the novel as ‘a 
delightfully witty sketch of society’.11 Benson was the author of over 100 popular novels, 
biographies and reminiscences, and Dodo as his first publication was to establish him in 
the genre of light literature.
Benson was to comment specifically upon the phenomenon of the confessional memoir 
in his 1930 publication As We Were: A Victorian Peep-Show, in which he recounts an 
instance of finding his own name referenced seventeen times in the index of a popular 
society memoir: T turned them all up and saw that on each of these occasions he had
10 The implied mother daughter relationship was an intrinsic component within the 
dynamic of her seven year affair with Elizabeth von Herzogenberg. Smyth, 
Impressions that Remained 2 264.
11 Quoted in Prunella Scales, Introduction to Dodo: An Omnibus (London: The 
Hogarth Press, 1986) i
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been to dine with me. Now what right has the man to tell the world that?’.(Benson, 1985, 
pg 204.) The juxtaposition of the trivial with events of social significance (royal events, 
trials, public scandals, performances and social commentary) was to make the medium 
both highly attractive and entertaining. However, Benson freely admits that in the 
attempt to increase the entertainment value of these society accounts, authors would 
frequently blur the boundaries between fact and fiction.
Indeed as I thought over various very entertaining volumes of the sort which I had 
recently read, it appeared to me ... that some of them had brought up, as an 
unnecessary reinforcement to memory, imagination of the most magical kind. Not 
only did they remember and record interesting experiences which had never 
happened to themselves, but experiences which had never happened to anybody.
Benson, Masters, 1985, vii
Similarly, Benson discusses the subjectivity of the author in such instances, and the 
danger of these reminiscences being imbued with an unfounded validity. He was to 
maintain an ambivalent relationship towards the appearance of his own family members 
amongst the reminiscences of members of their social group, and indeed Smyth was to 
prove no exception: ‘Dame Ethel Smyth recalled some strangely erroneous impressions 
she had formed about my father and mother for her sequel to her enthralling Impressions 
That Remained .(YSQnson, 1940, 256-7)
The novel’s success was to spawn two further instalments of the Dodo saga. Dodo The 
Second (1914) and Dodo Wonders (1921),12 in which Benson chose to resurrect the 
character of Staines in parallel with his real life subject’s musical achievements and 
bibliographical details. Benson however, cleverly separates himself from the libellous or 
confining attributes of his parodie construct. In Dodo the Second, Smyth is 
transmogrified once again as a result of marriage, from Staines to Arbuthnot, a 
development which represents a departure from biographical events.13 Benson therefore 
assumes the liberty of a novelist as opposed to a biographer in his treatment of the
12 Dodo the Second (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1914) (hereafter DO:DS) and 
Dodo Wonders (London: Hutchinson, 1921) (hereafter DO: DW).
13 Smyth remained unmarried.
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character. In an interview with The Bookman (November 1893), the question of 
naturalism arose in connection to Benson’s simile of Dodo as ‘a portrait of the day’. The 
interviewer poses the question ‘Do you consider the book an exact photograph of Society 
as it is?’ Again, Benson took the opportunity to divorce himself from the confines of a 
literal portrayal of London life: T simply do not agree with people who try to describe 
society as it is ... Photography is not only inartistic, it is nowadays unnatural. The 
tendency among cultivated people is towards Impressionism’.14 Benson’s self alignment 
with the impressionist movement can be regarded not only as a means to identify the 
work as ‘art’ and, therefore, his personal creative persona as ‘artist’, but similarly as a 
licence to expose the inner psychological dynamics of his characters.
Benson however, seeks to blur the boundaries between fiction and fact through the 
utilisation of an observational style of narration to report events within the novel: ‘ A tall, 
young man was slowly making his way across the road from the arch’ (DO: DDD, 4).
The novel’s subtitle ‘A Detail of the Day' also suggests that the work is representative of 
society as opposed to merely a work of fiction. Benson’s novel, therefore, seeks to locate 
itself within an established literary tradition in which the characters, events and ideology 
of the work are representative of the age.
The documentation and preservation of popular culture was deemed to be of significant 
importance within the climate of change affecting both the cultural and ideological 
demographic of late Victorian Britain. Largely for this reason the expose novel or 
confessional memoir was to become immensely popular as a means to historicise and 
create nostalgia for the immediate past, and similarly to interrogate the social reforms of 
the present. Sexologist Havelock Ellis identified the role of fiction in the creation of 
cultural mythology, in which the characters presented become recognisable models of 
contemporary civilization: ‘A large part of one’s investigations into the spirit of one’s 
time must be made through the medium of literary personalities’.(Ellis, 1890, pg v).
14 Quoted in Scales, Introduction to DO v
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However, for the character of Edith Staines, the memoirs of artists detract from the 
integrity of the protagonist; ‘I wonder why artists are so fond of writing what they call 
“My memories”; they ought to be content, as I am to stand or fall by what they have 
done’ {DO: DS, 374). Perhaps this is a personal reflection of Benson’s perception of 
Smyth, believing at the time of Dodo The Second (1914) that she was above the sway of 
‘popularity politics’. Significantly Benson would also succumb to the genre, publishing 
Our Family Affairs (1867-1896), an account of family life in 1920. Both Benson’s and 
Smyth biographical memoirs indicate the medium’s growing acceptability as a source of 
personal publicity, and as a means to preserve and document the lives and society of late 
Victorian England.
Significantly, the exposé or comic novel held a distinctly ‘feminine’ position within the 
literary arts. Typically, the subject matter of this genre revolved around domestic as 
opposed to worldly concerns and was therefore most closely associated with female 
experience. The presentation of Smyth (alias Staines) within a feminine context and 
domestic environment, functions as a powerful promotional tool of the successfully 
creative female, and therefore a means to express a female voice. Similarly, its utilisation 
as a forum for gossip, a characteristic synonymous with ‘feminine’ behaviour, was 
pivotal amongst popular constructs of feminine-specific gender identity. Gillett similarly 
identifies a historical relationship between professional women musicians and the gossip 
press: ‘The personal lives and finances of Adelina Patti, Christine Nilsson, and their 
colleagues and rivals received close scrutiny in the press; newspapers and journals 
featured gossip about and interviews with these fascinating women’(Gi11err, 2000, p 
l.)However, John Arundal’s A Dictionary for Men and Some Women (1916) provides a 
definition of gossip as a negative component of female society. ‘The Tongue: the falsest 
index of the heart. A light instrument, the daily use of which produces very little good 
and a great deal of evil’. (Arundel, 1916, pg 78.)
Benson’s approach to characterisation is synonymous with the medium of gossip. His
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intention is to ‘convey character by means of conversation rather than analysis’.15, which 
leads to passages of proclamation and events revealed through the medium of 
(messenger) speech as opposed to descriptions of inner emotion. Significantly, Benson 
was frequently aligned with a female literary tradition as the constructive and stylistic 
model of his fictional prose. The Saturday Review, recognising an apparently ‘feminine’ 
prose style, ascribed Dodo to a female author, and chastised her for ‘Sending ‘her’ 
heroine hunting in September’.(Benson, 1985, pg 172.)
Benson’s treatment of his female characters provides a cautionary model of 
contemporary femininity as a destructive force, with a clear impact upon the breakdown 
of a conservative value system, and its hierarchy of family and patriarchal values. 
Benson’s memoirs, As We Were - A Victorian Peep-Show (1930), reveals an ardent 
nostalgia for the ‘Great Victorian Lady’, who displays a positive aversion to publicity: 
‘she did not permit, still less encourage its readers with chatty paragraphs about the 
decoration of her ‘boudoir’, the tiles in her bathroom, and the diet of her dogs’.(Benson, 
1985, pg 172.) Clearly, Benson therefore equates a loss of dignity, humility and sexual 
modesty with the advent of modem woman, and regards the consequences of this loss as 
detrimental not only to woman, but to the hierarchical structure of society. ‘With the 
disappearance of such women, there vanished every nucleus of social power, the very 
idea of which to-day is an antediluvian notion’. (Benson, 1985, pg 172.)
In this context Smyth’s autobiographical writings, articles and public activities in the role 
of composer can be regarded as symptomatic of the erosion of traditional Victorian 
values and by implication the stability of society. This ideology would therefore negate 
her presence as a musician and her compositional identity within public consciousness. 
The very fact of her notoriety would actively invalidate her credibility within ‘the 
establishment’. In her 1936 memoirs As Time Went On..., Smyth clearly recognises the 
dichotomous nature of publicity.
Ah” It’s a queer business! Because I have conducted my own operas and love
15 Bookman interview, quoted in Scales, Introduction to DO v.
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sheepdogs; because I generally dress in tweeds, and sometimes, at winter 
afternoon concerts, have even conducted in them; because I was a militant 
suffragette and seized a chance of beating time to ‘The March of the Women’ 
from the window of my cell in Holloway Prison with a tooth-brush; because I 
have written books, spoken speeches, broadcast, and don’t always make sure my 
hat is on straight; for these and other equally pertinent reasons, in a certain sense I 
am well known ... but it does not alter the fact that having been on the job, so to 
speak, for over forty years, I have never yet succeeded in becoming even a tiny 
wheel in the English music machine; nor did this fantastic latter-day notoriety 
even pave the way - that much it really might have done! - to inclusion in 
programme schemes!
Smyth, 1936, pg 288-9
Modem woman meets the Dodo
It was in this climate that Benson was to create his first novel Dodo, a portrayal of the 
emerging late Victorian female in the context of a ‘modem’ world. T had long been 
interested in the modem time, and in its curious development... I thought therefore that I 
would write a book which is strictly modem’.16 However, Benson’s proclamation of 
modernity was a specific reference to the phenomenon of the ‘modern woman’ and as 
such functioned as a cautionary example of woman’s sexual liberation and 
enfranchisement, as manifest through the disfunctionality of his female characters. In a 
later memoir As We Are, A Modern Review (1932), Benson clearly displays an 
ambiguous stance in relation to the changing status of women within the Victorian era :
A new female type, not a mere variation of the old was evolving ... They no 
longer regarded home life as their destiny until they fulfilled themselves in 
marriage, but revolted against its restraints, going out to work as secretaries and 
saleswomen or setting up shops and supporting themselves independently, though 
their parents were in good circumstances and there was no need for them to do 
anything of the sort.
Benson, 1940, pg 256-7.
The issues surrounding female emancipation expressed a serious undercurrent of concern 
within the male populous. Indeed The Spectator was simultaneously amused and alarmed 
by Benson’s female caricatures, and identified the need for caution in associating the 
characters too readily with the behaviour of real society figures: ‘It were breaking a
16 Bookman interview, quoted in Scales, Introduction to DO v.
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butterfly upon a wheel to say much of what these female portraits mean. As long as an 
inheritance of good custom and secure police [sic] remains, they need only amuse the 
lookers-on.’17
The novel’s central character, Dorothy, shortened by the author to the aptly named
‘Dodo’, a creature destined for extinction as a result of her inability to navigate the
complex moral ground of the late Victorian Age, represents for Benson ‘the incarnation
of the contrast that exists between this and the previous generation’.18 Benson maintained
that his characters were; ‘not a portrait of any one person... [but] a compound of many
characters blended in one type’(iv) However, parallels were inevitably drawn between
the ‘Dodo’ and leading society figures. Celebrated society hostess Margot Asquith, for
example, was quick to identify herself as Benson’s paradigm, claiming that ‘there was an
exact description of my sitting room and other details, which proved that the author had
me in mind’.19 However, far from exhibiting the expected gratification of appearing in
Benson’s novel, Asquith regarded her pseudo-identity in derogatory terms. She writes:
Dodo was a novel that made a sensation at the time of publication as the heroine - 
a pretentious donkey with the heart and brains of a linnet was supposed to be 
myself... The prince of Wales ... addressed me as ‘Miss Dodo’ when we met at a 
ball, which gave great pleasure to bystanders.
Asquith, Benson, 1985, pg ii
Dodo encapsulated the concerns of the ‘modem’ woman. Upon entering into a loveless 
marriage and motherhood for reasons of social advancement and financial security she 
declares: “I’m not sure T know what love is” (DO:DDD, 13). In an article entitled ‘The 
Modem Marriage Market’, published initially in the Woman's Realm (1897) and 
reprinted as a mongraph (Hutchinson & Co. 1898), popular novelist and social 
commentator Marie Corelli discussed the fortune seeking agenda of the ‘modem’ woman 
as a result of the social pressure placed upon women to obtain ‘good’ marriages:
11 The Spectator (1893), quoted in Scales, Introduction to DO ii.
18 Bookman interview, quoted in Scales, Introduction to DO iv-v.
19 Quoted in Scales, Introduction to DO ii
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Love is not sufficient for her. Because in the rush of our time we are trampling 
sweet emotions and true passions under foot, and marriages are seldom the result 
of affection nowadays, - they are merely the carrying out of a settled scheme of 
business.
Corelli, 1898, pg 29-30
Both Benson and Corelli seek to imply that the ‘modem’ woman is somehow immoral, 
and lacking in the intrinsic values of the late Victorian age. Furthermore, they imply that 
the character of the ‘new’ woman would have serious implications upon the fabric of not 
only society at large, but more significantly the microcosm of domestic family life. 
Dodo, for example, begins to find dissatisfaction with traditional feminine roles, and 
rejects the trappings of motherhood and maternity: ‘Her intellectual faculties, she felt, 
had been neglected. She could not conceive why, because she had a husband and a baby, 
she should be supposed not to care for other interests as well’ {DO:DDD, 103).
Dodo makes repeated references to her inadequacies as a wife and mother, relating them 
directly to the consequences of ‘nature’: ‘It isn’t my fault that I am made like this’ 
(DO:DDD, 18). However, Benson seeks to establish a hierarchical relationship between 
Dodo’s cultural and ‘natural’ feminine inheritance. As a product of the industrial as 
opposed to hereditary upper-classes. Dodo has acquired the economic trappings of the 
social elite, but arguably she remains ill-equipped to perform the traditional functions of 
womanhood. Significantly, both Dodo and Edith Staines are the daughters of 
industrialists. ‘ “I haven’t got any ancestors”, remarked Edith, “My grandfather was a 
draper in Leeds, and made his fortune there.” ’ (DO:DDD, 256). Dodo’s father, an 
industrialist and entrepreneur, is clearly aligned with the serving classes: ‘The person he 
had thus addressed, who resembled an aged but extremely respectable butler, took off his 
hat ... “I remember you” he said, “you are Lady Chesterfield’s [Dodo’s] father’” 
(DO:DW, 415). The implication of Benson’s social elitism is that the extensive artistic 
and literaiy skills of Dodo and Edith are somehow alien rather than innate; they are not 
hereditary but are a consequence of consumer power. This presents Benson with a means 
to denigrate their intellectual pursuits.
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Benson exemplified the concept of the ‘constructed female’ in the character of Miss 
Grantham, a cultivated intellectual whom Lord Ledgers parades around the stately homes 
of England to provide a source of novelty and entertainment for the social elite. ‘Lord 
Ledgers was leaning back in his chair with a sense of pleased proprietorship. It really was 
a very intelligent animal. Jack almost expected him to take a small whip from his pocket 
and crack it at her’. (DO:DDD, 53).
Despite Benson’s apparent championship of the modem woman with her desire for 
independence, the Dodo novel and its sequels function in many respects as a morality 
tale. The modem woman, unable to navigate the complexities of her new socially 
constructed persona, flounders in misfortune. The death of Dodo’s infant son, followed 
closely by the death of her husband, functions as a divine judgement, or indeed Benson’s 
judgement, upon the heartless, emotionless autonomous woman. Upon the death of her 
child Dodo prematurely returns to society: ‘Many women, though few men, were 
surprised to see her there ... would society stand it if she didn’t happen to be herself?’ 
(DO:DDD, 95).
Edith Staines: Portrait or Parody?
Despite Smyth’s own positive association with the character Staines, as an example of a 
creatively successful Victorian woman, Staines conforms to many of the negative 
scientific and popular conceptions of femininity. Benson portrays Staines as a prolific 
but erratic composer who is easily diverted by frivolous amusements: “‘The worst of it 
is” said Edith, “I care for such lots of things. There’s my music and then any sort of game 
- have you ever seen me play tennis? - and there isn’t time for everything’” {DO:DDD, 
73). An article in The Times (June 1944, fifty years after the publication of Benson’s 
1893 novel) identifies such a diversity of interests as the fundamental reason for Smyth’s 
lack of success as a composer: ‘The chief mistake of Ethel Smyth’s musical career was 
that she forgot that it is a composer’s business, first, last, and most of the time, to 
compose’.(The Times, 9th June 1944, pg 6.) Benson regards this inconsistency as a
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universal female characteristic, which ultimately provides evidence of woman’s 
incompatibility with the composition of large-scale works, and similarly accounts for the 
dominant female presence of female characters within the novel. ‘Women I think, they 
are more complex and inconsistent, and I love the inconsistent character, it is so 
interesting to work out’.20
As a realistic or recognisable portrait of Smyth, Staines mirrors many of Smyth’s own 
sentiments with regard to the position of the woman composer in contemporary Victorian 
society. Staines appears as a partially idealised model of the female composer, highly 
prolific and unquestionably successful (Staines’ work is frequently performed). As 
previously discussed, at the time of publication (1893), Smyth similarly enjoyed a high 
profile within Victorian popular consciousness. However, whilst Staines continues to 
write and perform large-scale works, Smyth’s large-scale works infrequently received 
subsequent performances.21 The time span presented by the three novels, loosely follows 
Smyth’s age and the chronology and performances of her compositional output (see 
Figure 1). Dodo\ A Detail of the Day (1893) presents Staines prior to marriage in her late 
20s; Smyth was already 35 at the time of its publication. Dodo The Second (1914) 
reintroduces the characters approximately 22 years later, and in the final instalment. 
Dodo Wonders (1921), Benson portrays Smyth at her actual age at the time of its 
publication, 56. As a narrative and biographical device, this presents Benson with the 
means to assess Smyth’s compositional persona within her immediate and evolving 
cultural environment. In this context Benson plays a significant role in advancing the 
mythology surrounding Smyth’s compositional status. He effectively recounts instances 
of Smyth’s impromptu performances, providing a means for her compositional identity to 
be assimilated into popular culture. In his 1940 biography Final Edition, he recounts such 
a performance given by Smyth at the salon of Lady Lewis: ‘Dame Ethel Smyth swept
20 Bookman interview, quoted in Scales, Introduction to DO v
21 Neither the Serenade in D or the Overture to Anthony and Cleopatra received 
subsequent public performances during Smyth’s lifetime. The Mass in D was not 
subsequently performed until February 1924 (Birmingham), despite the work’s initial 
success.
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into the house with her violinist, her flautist and bassoonist, and her bag of golf clubs, 
and held practices for the forthcoming performance of some composition of hers at the 
Queen’s Hall. (Benson, 1940, 256-7)’.22 The same incident is recounted in the fictional 
world of Dodo, which clearly authenticates Benson’s portrayal of Staines as an aspect of 
Smyth’s compositional and society persona:
Edith had arrived, bringing with her a violinist, a viola-player and a cellist, but 
neither maid nor luggage, except her golf-clubs, and a chest containing music (as 
she was only coming for a few days) was certainly lost... but they had given 
positively the first performance of Edith’s new quartet. (DO. DS, 227)
Figure 1 A Comparison of Staines and Smyth
Edith Staines Ethyl Smyth
Fictional works & performances Corresponding factual works &
performances
Staines’ composition of Dodo Symphony April 1890 and October 1890:
(DO:DDD, 34) Serenade in D (1889) and
Overture to Anthony and Cleopatra (1889)
Performed at Crystal Palace, London
Mass in Gb and Mass in A mentioned; 
performance of Mass in Gb
January 1893: Mass in D (1891) 
Performed at Royal Albert Hall, London.
22 Benson, Final Edition 59-60
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(DO:DDD,34).
Staines completing a new opera 1898/9: Fantasio (1892-4) performed in
(DO:DDD,56). Weimar in 1898 and Leipzig in 1899.
Staines attends performance of her latest 
opera. Features Mephistopheles & a 
village chorus.(DO:DDD, 79).
Miss Grantie complains of being woken 
by funeral marches (DO:DDD, 145).
Staines’ songs performed at the Queen’s 
Hall (DO:DS, 192
Staines completes new String Quartet 
Performance given at Meering, Dodo's 
country home 
(DO:DS, 277)
Staines completes a ‘Debussy-like’ Wedding 
March, an anthem, a hymn tune, ‘two Chants 
for the psalms’, for full orchestra, percussion 
and eight part choir for Dodo’s wedding 
(DO:DS, 277).
Staines composing an unspecified orchestral 
work (DO:DW, 362).
Staines conducts a dozen concerts of her 
own works in Germany. Experiences anti- 
English reaction from the orchestra
November 1907: Chamber songs Odette,
La Dance ,  Chrys i l l i a  and  Ode  
Anarcreontique performed at the Queen’s 
Hall, London.
December 1914: String Quartet in E minor 
movements 1&2 1902; 3&4 1912) 
Performed at the Aeolian Hall, London.
Wedding Anthem (c.1900)
April \902\Der Wald performed in 
Berlin. Smyth and the opera receive a 
hostile reception as a result of anti-English
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(DOiDW, 397) feeling.
Staines' Mass performed at 
St Paul’s Cathedral (DO:DW, 444)
Staines performs Mass for Dodo,
imitating orchestral parts (DO:DW, 453) 1891: Smyth performed section of the Mass
Similarly in this respect the final novel of the trilogy is particularly significant, for it 
presents a means to divorce Smyth from her close alignment and public association with 
German society and the Germanic musical tradition: ‘You can’t guess what being at war 
with Germany means to me. All that is the best in the world to me comes from Germany, 
all music comes from there’ (DO:DW, 471). The young Staines introduces Herr Truffen - 
‘a tremendous German swell ... [he] conducts at the Crystal Palace, and St James’s, and 
St Paul’s and everywhere’ (DO:DDD, 47), and takes every opportunity to emphasise her 
promience within German musical life: ‘He’s my German conductor you know. I made 
him entirely’ (DO:DDD, 66 ). Similarly, references are made to Staines’performance of 
works by German composers. The Leipzig connection is also clearly established, not only 
as a subject matter, but also by publication: the first of the three novels was published 
there, a city in which Smyth had already become a prominent member of music society.23 
However, far from presenting a sympathetic countenance to Staines’ stance in relation to 
a turbulent political climate, Benson places her in a position of judgement, on both a 
personal and compositional level: ‘there’s no such thing as a Hun tune! Music is simply 
music’ (DO:DW, 471). Whilst the other female characters fully immerse themselves in 
the war effort, Staines refuses to adopt the newly constructed gender role of womanhood
23 E. F. Benson, Dodo: A Detail o f the Day (Leipzig: Bernard Tauchnitz, 1894)
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Staines composing new symphony 
(DO:DW, 1921)
in D (Benedictus & Sanctus) for Queen 
Victoria, imitating orchestra parts.
August 1915:Overture from Smyth’s last 
m ajor com position (to date). The 
Boatswain’s Mate (1913-4), performed at a 
Queen’s Hall Prom.
as a caring and industrial force. T really believe I am the only sane woman left in 
England. Since the war began I have devoted myself entirely to my music’ (DO:DW, 
471).The divide is further emphasised as Staines retains her allegiance to Germany, 
refusing to acknowledge the evidence relating to German atrocities: T blushed for the 
wickedness of the people who invented them and the credulity of the people who 
believed them. They can’t be true’ (DO:DW, 472). However, Benson redeems Staines 
(and ultimately) Smyth; after the bombing of her home she resolves to give up 
composition and dedicate herself to the war effort for the duration of the conflict. This 
gesture is a clear parallel and at once symbolic of Smyth’s abandonment of composition 
during the years of her suffragette activity24.
I want to renounce all my previous convictions about them. I will never set foot 
on German soil again; the whole beastly race is poisoned for me. There’s exactly 
the same callous brutality in pages of Wagner and Strauss, and I thought it was 
strength ... Not one more note of music will I write until the English are strolling 
down the Unter den Linden. (DO:DW, 486)
However, whilst Smyth worked as a radiographer in France, at which time she was to 
complete her two volumes of reminiscence, Impressions That Remained, her counterpart 
Staines engages in war work of a frivolous nature, learning how to type in order to write 
letters for injured soldiers: ‘she worked with a high staccato action, as if playing a red- 
hot piano’ {DO:DW, 495).
Significantly, Staines’ compositional persona is not encountered again, although we are 
informed that she resumes her creativity upon the end of the Anglo-German conflict. 
Benson therefore avoids the necessity of re-evaluating Smyth’s compositional voice in 
the light of anti-Germanic feeling.
24 Smyth suspended compositional activity and the pursuit of her career from 1910: T 
decided that two years should be given to the WSPU’. Ed. Crichton, The Memoirs of 
Ethel Smyth 294.
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Benson’s portrayal of Staines’ compositional activity as frivolous and, therefore, 
characteristic of the feminine condition was highly indicative of mainstream socio- 
scientific ideologies, which located women as mans intellectual and creative inferior. In 
his 1904 study of British genius, Ellis identifies woman’s absence from the high art 
canon of the western art tradition in precisely these terms: ‘A slightly lower standard of 
ability, it would appear, prevails among the women than among the men. On the account 
of the greater rarity of intellectual ability in women.’(Ellis, 1904, pg 10). In this context 
female creativity is regarded primarily as a pale imitation of masculine styles, in the 
absence of heightened intellectual and creative reasoning. In an article in The New 
Statesman (20 May 1944), written shortly after Smyth’s death, Edward Sackville West, 
implies that Smyth’s music ‘was less than herself. (Sackville-West, St John, 1959, pg 
254) This statement implies that Smyth was unable to express adequately her personality 
and identity within a masculine compositional vocabulary, despite possessing ‘a finished 
technique, which she put at the service of much imagination’.(pg 254.)
Benson seeks to further the mythology of Staines’ reliance upon imitation of masculine 
styles, by alluding to similarities of form and fashions within Staines’ work, which mirror 
the compositional developments and style found in the works of her male 
contemporaries. In Dodo the Second (1914), she composes a ‘Debussy-like wedding 
march’ {DO:DS, 224) which provides a clear illustration not only of Smyth’s 
compositional modernity, but of her adoption of the latest musical fashions. Staines also 
strongly disassociates herself from the canon of musical high art, which has a dual role in 
establishing her as a product of contemporary culture, and also mirrors closely the 
rejection of the moral, class and gender codes which had governed and perpetuated 
patriarchal society for generations. Benson’s placement of the role of the woman 
composer in juxtaposition with a disregarded historical past, serves at once to divorce her 
from the context of this tradition and to highlight and perpetuate her absence from it. T 
am just as keen as ever, and just as confident that I’m going to make Bach and Brahms 
and Beethoven turn in their graves’ (DO:DW, 402). The effect of this analogy is to
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differentiate between Staines’ work and a masculine compositional tradition. The act of 
composition therefore becomes a source of protest. Her work is not purely of artistic 
consideration, but also an engendered political challenge. However, Benson portrays 
Staines’ creativity in distinctly masculine terms, by describing it as a primarily cerebral 
rather than bodily activity. This may be as a consequence of her ‘masculinity’, or a 
reflection of the manner in which Benson perceives his own creative experience:
All artistic activity is a sort of celestial disease, and its antidote is bodily activity 
which is a material disease ... When I am playing golf, my artistic soul goes to 
sleep and rests. And when I am composing, I should not know a golf-ball from an 
egg. That is me. You might think I am being egoistic, but I only take myself as an 
instance of a type. 1 speak for the whole corporate body of artists. (DO:DW, 372)
The conflict between the body and the spirit, or creative soul, was perceived as the 
dichotomy inherent in the lack of a historicised female creative canon. As a product of 
Darwin’s biological destiny, 25 the female intellect was interrelated to, and dependent 
upon, the status of the female body. For Havelock Ellis the hierarchical position of 
woman’s procreative destiny above her intellectual faculties would inevitably result in 
woman’s ‘intellectual abilities [being] stifled, or else to be seriously handicapped in 
attaining eminence’.(Ellis, 1904, pg 159). Staines’ separation of the biological and 
creative processes therefore serves to reinforce the ideology of woman’s biological 
totality, and the aesthetics of ‘conservation theoiy’, which perpetuated the belief in the 
female body’s inability ‘[to do] two things well at the same time’.(Russet, 1989,116)
The portrayal of Staines in the act of creation proves highly significant with respect to the 
scientific theory of ‘conservation’. Also, as a model of female creativity, it is used to 
demonstrate, particularly through the use of humour, the behavioural oddity of a woman 
engaged in a cerebral act. When Staines is introduced, she is discovered simultaneously 
breakfasting and composing at the piano: ‘Jack found himself smiling at the thought; it
25 For Darwin, biological development is directly interrelated to the process of natural 
selection. Man’s cultural dominance has, therefore, produced that natural order, in 
which ‘man has ultimately become superior to woman’. Marston Bates and Philip S. 
Humphrey, The Darwin Reader (London: MacMillan, 1957) 348
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was a great treat to find someone so uniformly in character as Miss Staines evidently 
was’ {DO.'DDD, 65). Whilst Smyth regarded this as evidence of Staines’ commitment 
and compositional prowess, a ‘young lady who ate eggs and bacon on the lid of her piano 
while composing - no mean feat by the by’(Smyth, 1936, pg 204.), Benson successfully 
negates any positive references to Staines’ compositional intensity, through the use of 
comedy:
At that moment a shrill voice called Dodo from the drawing-room. “Dodo, Dodo” 
it cried, “the man’s brought me two tepid poached eggs! Do send something else. 
Is there such a thing as a grilled bone... Dear Dodo” she went on, “you know 
when I’m composing a symphony I want something more exciting than two 
poached eggs... they might do well for a funeral march or a nocturne but they 
won’t do for a symphony”. (DO:DDD, 65)
Despite Staines’ assertion that ‘the artist’s inspiration never comes from outside: it is 
always from within’ (DO:DS, 363), Benson subtly portrays her compositional skill as 
being reliant upon, and a reaction to, external as opposed to internal stimulus. This 
therefore serves to detract credibility from her creative act. ‘Edith had chiefly written the 
Mass while smoking cigarettes after a hearty breakfast’ (DO:DDD, 50). Herr Truffen’s 
comment upon the implied deeply spiritual nature of Staines’ Mass in Gb: ‘Who taught 
you this? It is beyond me. Perhaps you prayed and fasted’ (DO:DDD, 50), implies that 
Staines’ spirituality is not part of her intrinsic nature and therefore must be ‘taught’.
Benson’s portrayal of Staines, (composer, woman and egocentric personality) is highly 
problematic from a contemporaneous perspective. Although in many respects she 
epitomises ‘modem’ woman, seeking advancement in the male-dominated sphere of 
composition, she also represents the pivotal crux between the old and new Victorian 
society. Staines upholds many of the moralistic values of her predecessors, but 
simultaneously challenges perceived levels of acceptable gender behaviour. She is 
portrayed as ‘old fashioned’ or mid-Victorian in outlook, particularly with regards to her 
view of matrimony and social etiquette. In the third novel of the Dodo saga. Dodo 
Wonders (1921), she meticulously chaperones her daughter Madge to balls and season
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events with the intention of securing a good marriage prospect. ‘Edith was laudably 
Victorian in regard to her maternal duties’ (DO:DW, 455).
However, the behaviour of Edith the ‘Victorian matriarch’ towards her daughter remains 
largely at odds with the emancipated figure of Staines, who continuously challenges the 
conventions governing expected female behaviour. Staines’ unfeminine nature is 
portrayed through a variety of means, including the inappropriate nature of her dress:
Her hat was pushed rakishly on to the side of her head, there was a suggestion of 
missing hairpins about her hair; she wafted with her about the room a fine odour 
of tobacco and gunpowder; she had burned her dress with a fuse head that had 
fallen off; her boots were large and unlaced, and curiously dirty, and her hands 
were black with smoke, and oil, and had a sort of trimming in the way of small 
feathers and little patches of blood. (DO.'DDD, 76)
Staines is portrayed as uncomfortable with the trappings of femininity, a feature which 
Benson employs to provide comic effect. The cigarette smoking which punctuates 
Staines’ earlier compositional endeavours (and indeed functions as a recognisable parody 
of Smyth’s cultural persona) progresses to pipe smoking in a clear illustration of 
masculine imitative behaviour:
Edith had taken to smoking a pipe lately... She found it difficult to keep it alight, 
and half-away across the room she struck a match on the sole of her shoe, and 
applied it to the bowl, from which a cracking noise issued. (DO:DW, 413)
Benson chooses specifically to accentuate Smyth’s physical characteristics, particularly 
those associated with masculine as opposed to feminine traits. Her voice, for example, 
provides an interesting source of inconsistency, and much hilarity is made of the 
occasion when Staines is mistaken for a man by Dodo’s footman. However, there are 
several references within the context of performance to her ‘magnificent voice’ 
(DO.’DDD, 86), which has clear parallels with Smyth’s reputation as a mezzo-soprano. In 
1893, writer (and future correspondent of Smyth), Maurice Baring encountered the 
Benson family, who spoke highly both of Smyth and her vocal abilities: ‘they talked a
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great deal about her. I heard about her wonderful singing... how I must hear her sing’ 
(Baring, 1922, pg 138.) Baring was to become similary enamoured by Smyth and the 
distinctive qualities of her voice: ‘the rare and exquisite quality and delicacy of her voice, 
the strange trill and wail’.(pg 139-140) Benson, however, transmogrifys Smyth’s vocal 
characterisitcs through the use of negative birdcall metaphore: ‘And she does talk so loud 
- it goes right through your head like a chirping canary’ {DO: ODD, 86).
Benson s portrayal of the masculine female was, however, not unusual in the context of 
late nineteenth century popular culture. As Esther Newton states; individual women 
passed as men by dressing and acting like them for a variety of economic, sexual, and 
adventure seeking reasons. 26 In this context, the adoption of masculine culture provided 
a physical and creative disguise, providing a context for the adoption of masculine roles.
Staines masculinity is further revealed within the subtlety of her social mannerisms,
most notably a curious independence from the social formalities which govern
relationships between the sexes in polite Victorian society. ‘As Edith was folding her
opera cloak about her. Jack offered to help - “Thanks I can do it”, she said briskly’
{DO:DDD, 137). Similarly Staines strongly disassociates herself from feminine gender
classifications; ‘ “I was never like a girl” said Edith. “Ask Bertie, ask anybody. I was
always mature and feverish” ’ {DO:DW, 407). Staines is also portrayed as physically
unattractive to the novel’s male characters, who betray a positive aversion to her
company and the prospect of bodily contact:
“Jack, dear, I thought I should burst when Edith kissed you” she said, “You half 
shut your eyes and screwed up your face like a dog that is just going to be 
whipped” {DO:DS, 240)
Benson obviously found the question of Smyth’s sexuality problematic. In Dodo the 
Second, after a lapse of twenty one years in Benson’s narrative, Staines has embraced the
26 Esther Newton, ‘The Mythic Mannish Lesbian: Radclyffe Hall and the New 
Woman’ in eds. Martin Duberman, Martha Vicinus and George Chauncey, Jr. Hidden 
from History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past. New York (London Penguin 
1991)282. ’
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roles of wife and mother, albeit in a highly unconventional way. ‘I live entirely for my 
husband and my art. I live for him by seldom going near him since he is much happier 
alone.’ (DO.’DDD, 86). Staines has conveniently (with regards to the narrative) married 
and successfully emasculated the character of Bertie Arbuthnot, who fulfils a significant 
role in the first novel as Jack’s companion. However, his initial statement on matrimony 
and the persona of the modem woman as encapsulated by Dodo, makes the union 
unlikely and similarly provides a commentary upon Staines’ intellectual capabilities: ‘ 
“Personally I shouldn’t like a stimulating wife. I don’t like stimulating people, I don’t 
think they wear well. It would be like sipping brandy all day” \DO:DDD, 9). Similarly, 
closely mirroring Smyth’s own sentiments on the subject of matrimony, Staines vows 
never to marry; ‘ “Oh I’m not going to marry anybody” said Edith. “You know I get 
frightfully attached to someone about three times a week” ’ (DO.’DDD, 74). However, 
whilst Smyth also rejects the possibility of matrimony she does so as a result of her 
perceived status of womanhood within the confines of marriage, an aspect of female 
culture which Benson subsequently suppresses:
Everyday I become more and more convinced of the truth of my old axiom, that 
why no women have become composers is because they have married, and then 
very properly, made their husbands and children the first consideration.
Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 53.
From a historical perspective, the marriage to Arbuthnot is interesting, as it provides a 
context in which marriage and motherhood have not impinged upon the female 
composers compositional output. Late Victorian scientific theory clearly understood 
female creativity as a biological as opposed to an intellectually creative act, therefore a 
strong correlation was perceived between the curtailment of woman’s cerebral powers 
upon the onset of maternity. In his Study of British Genius, Havelock Ellis identifies 
celibacy as a quantifiable factor in the lives of men and women who conform to his 
model of 'genius’ characteristics. Ellis states 'These cases seem to be fairly typical ... a
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passionate devotion to intellectual pursuits seems often to be associated with a lack of 
passion in the ordinary relationships of life’. (Ellis 1904, p 153.)
Benson seeks both to question and reiterate this mythology. In Dodo The Second, Bertie 
junior, Staines’ adult son, clearly implies that it was his mother’s maiden persona which 
is most closely associated with her compositional identity. Bertie refers to her accolades 
in the past tense: 4 44my mother wrote 4The Dodo Symphony’... She’s something; she was 
Edith Staines” ’. (DO:DS, 192). Significantly, Benson and his three brothers, all of whom 
were to pursue careers as writers in various contexts, remained unmarried. His choice for 
the character of Staines to marry therefore reveals a reticence on his part to recognise her 
talents as an exhibition of genius. In this context Staines’ marriage provides the only 
means for Benson to represent her as a positive character, particularly with her close 
association with the novel’s heroine Dodo.
In this context Benson makes no allusions to the possibility of Staines’, and ultimately 
Smyth’s, homosexuality, but succeeds in making a tenuous link between music and its 
subsequent effect upon female sexual abandonment. Smyth would frequently dedicate 
her compositions to her 4 passion’ of the moment, a means to articulate lesbian desire 
within a heterosexual context. Similarly, Staines dedicates her symphonic composition of 
Chapter Four to Dodo, entitling it the Dodo symphony. However it is not this dedication 
but the state of physical abandon Staines’ piano rendition induces upon Dodo, through 
which Benson demonstrates a possible sexual articulation, and therefore Staines’ 
musicality as a powerful sexual force.
44Oh Edith, it’s lovely! I want to dance”. She wheeled a table out of the way, 
kicked a chair across the room, and began turning and twisting with breathless 
rapidity ... Bertie though he had never seen anything so deliciously fresh. Dodo 
danced with particular abandon. Every inch of her moved in perfect time and 
harmony to the music... “Oh that was glorious”. She panted... I never felt like that 
before. I didn’t dance at all, it was the music that danced, and pulled me along 
with it.” (DO.DDD, 40)
152
In this context, Benson seeks to perpetuate and reinforce the mythology surrounding 
female culture as a potentially corrupting force, which prompts an unwitting sexual 
response from the listener. Feminist literary critic Judith Fetterley identifies such false 
representations of female culture and sexuality as a means to promote a sense of isolation 
within the female reader, who she argues is ‘co-opted into participation in an experience 
from which she is explicitly excluded; she is asked to identify with a selfhood that 
defines itself in opposition to her; she is required to identify against herself.27 Staines, 
and by association Smyth, therefore remains both unidentifiable within an identifiable 
model of femininity, and the masculine construct of the ‘serious’ composer.
Ironically, despite the prolific nature and variety of his written output, Benson’s own 
association with the Dodo novels was effectively to locate him outside of legitimised 
literary traditions. In his final autobiographical writings. Final Edition (1940), Benson 
assesses the negative impact and legacy of the Dodo novels upon his own literary 
development: ‘I saw now what a disaster that first success had been, for, backed by such 
critical encouragement, it made me think that all I had to do was to keep up my interest in 
life and dash off stories with ease and enjoyment’.(Benson, 1941, pg 182.) The novels 
and their characters therefore, occupy a position of ambivalence in relation to Victorian 
society.
In this context Smyth’s cultural association with the Dodo novels in the form of her alter 
ego ‘Edith Staines’, would lessen the credability of her professional standing in the 
mainstream musical world. (In later years, close friend Virginia Woolf would make 
reference to Smyth’s alter ego ‘Edith Staines’ as a source of affectionate ridicule.28) May 
we similarly assume, therefore, that ‘Staines’ was responsible for Woolfs forthright 
declaration ‘There is no doubt that Ethel Smyth is mad’?(Woolf, Collis, 1984, pg 54.)
27 Judith Fetterley, ‘Introduction: On the Politics of Literature’ in Robin. R Warhol, & 
Diane. Price . Hemdl, Feminisms: an anthology of literary theoiy and criticism. 
London: Hampshire, 1997) 564.
28 Hermione Lee, Virginia Woolf (London: Chatto & Windus, 1996) 587.
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Chapter 4
A Victorian Spirit: Dialogues on the Nature of Female Spirituality 
The Mass in D  & The Prison
Towards the close of the nineteenth century, the reinterpretation of human creation 
and creativity as part of an evolutionary (as opposed to a theological) legacy, placed 
an understanding of ‘spirituality’ within the realm of socio-scientific culture;
The men of 1859, who were nurtured on ‘The Origin of the Species’ (1859), 
naturally and rightly turned their militant energies against theology and fought 
over the book of Genesis.
Ellis, 1890, pg 12.
For women, therefore, the legacy of evolutionary gender inequality as an inherent 
component of a Darwinian construction of womanhood1 proffered an opportunity to 
renegotiate a cultural understanding and reclassification of spirituality in the context 
of a disenfranchised female spiritual experience. The diversity of spiritual belief 
within Victorian popular culture directly challenged the patriarchal hierarchy of 
mankind's relationship to God, as perpetuated by mainstream orthodox religious 
institutions. Obelkevich (Taylor, 1996), in his discussion of the social demographic 
fragmentation o f orthodox institutional belief, identifies British Victorian culture as 
unique in this respect Obelkevich argues that during the mid-to late-nineteenth 
century, religion and spirituality had become; ‘[closely] allied with the forces of 
change and modernisation and not opposed to them, as on the continent’ (Obelkevich, 
Taylor, 1996, pg 338).
Smyth was to articulate notions of spiritual ‘difference’, both compositionally and 
within her biographical writings. In Female Pipings in Eden (1933), Smyth seeks to 
establish a disenfranchised female creative voice through the ‘rereading’ of woman’s 
biblical mythology, as epitomised within the figure o f ‘Eve’ (see Chapter 5). 
Compositionally, Smyth engages with notions of both formalised religion and the 
expression of ‘spirituality’ within the contrasting contexts of a recognisably 
formalised compositional genre, The Mass in D (1893), and the realm of art and
1See Chapter One: ‘Size and Secondary Sexual Characteristics’.
154
philosophy; The Prison: A Symphony (1931).
The two works represent not only a polarity with regard to compositional chronology, 
frequently described as the first and last of her large-scale ‘serious’ works2, but also 
within the context of a widening cultural dichotomy between formalised religious 
institutions and concepts of spirituality. The arrival of the 'spiritualist' movement into 
London society during the mid nineteenth century3 reflected the Victorian 
scientification of biological and behavioural understanding. Nelson (1969) classifies 
nineteenth-century spiritualism as ra natural religion [which] could be based on reason 
and proved by science' (Nelson, 1969, pg 132). Whilst from a contemporary 
perspective, the phenomenon of spiritualism is frequently dismissed as an activity on 
the fringes of Victorian society, an article feature in The Yorkshireman (1856, cited in 
Nelson 1969) reports the popularity of psychic demonstrations as a popular form of 
domestic entertainment;
Some two or three years ago there was not an evening party which did not 
essay the performance of a spiritualist miracle ... in those days you were 
invited to 'tea and table moving'
The Yorkshireman, Nelson, 1969, pg 91.
For Nelson, the post-Darwinian reaction to evolutionary theory and the mythology of 
biblical creation resulted in the cultural need to redefine morality and the 
understanding of the spiritual in secular society. In this context, it became necessary 
for evolving spiritual ideologies to incorporate existing conservative cultural values;
most persons who experimented with Spiritualism were Christian or had at 
least received a Christian education. Those who had rejected Christianity often 
had done so regretfully and still had religious feelings
Nelson, 1969, pg 138.
Significantly for women, the Spiritualist movement which functioned under a 
predominance of charismatic female mediums, operated in a domestic environment as 
opposed to a sacred setting. A female presence therefore entered the socio-scientific
2 See for example The Musical Times, July 1944, pg 212.
3 Mrs Hayden, a renowned American medium, was introduced into London society 
during the summer of 1852. A middle-class, educated woman, she was accepted into 
elite society and was rumored to have performed a psychic demonstration for Queen 
Victoria (Underwood, 1972, pg 89).
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forum of spiritual debate, providing an outlet for female spiritual experience 
independent of patriarchal orthodox religious belief. As Goldsmith (1999) comments; 
‘Spiritualism and the inception of woman's rights were intertwined' (Goldsmith, 1999, 
pg xi). Similarly, the spiritual debate dominated popular consciousness within the 
writings of contemporary philosophers, psychologists, scientists and biologists. The 
Mass in D and The Prison were therefore created and received in the context of a 
complex social narrative, in which a multiplicity of spiritual expressions could be 
articulated within the work of art.
Smyth was aware of the contentious nature of spiritual experience and its subsequent 
impact upon the reception and classification of both works within late Victorian 
popular culture. Writing in 1928 in A Final Burning of Boats, she was to comment 
that 'music and religion have been inextricably mixed up in the English mind’ (Smyth, 
1928, pg 58). In this context, Smyth seeks to establish a link between mainstream 
religious institutions and the established tradition of scared choral works and music 
making. There is evidence to suggest that Smyth, in later years, was similarly aware 
of the works’ incongruous position as an articulation of the spirituality in the context 
of art. In her biography. As Time Went On (1936), Smyth discusses the position of the 
art work in relation to the mainstream music establishment (‘the Faculty’4); ‘Was it 
ever likely, then, that the Faculty would see any merit in a work written on such very 
different lines’ (Smyth, 1936, pg 173).
The circumstances governing the composition of the two works present a further 
paradox. The Mass in D’ was composed during the years 1890 to 1891, at which 
time Smyth underwent a temporary but fervoured renunciation of Anglican orthodox 
belief; 'At the bottom of my soul was one thought only - Christ' (Smyth, 1919, pg 
228). Upon completion of the mass, however, Smyth was to renounce her orthodoxy; 
'but no sooner was it finished than, strange to say, orthodox belief fell away from me 
never to return' (Smyth, 1919, pg 238). This effectively divorced her concept of the 
spiritual from religious belief, a distinction shared by many feminists of the late
4 Smyth offers the following definition o f ‘The Faculty’; ‘composers of the Inner 
Circle, generally University men attached to our musical institutions’ (Smyth, 1936,
PS 172).
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nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries. Smyth encountered the spiritualist 
movement under the influence of Edith Somerville, with whom she formed a 
relationship during the autumn of 19195. Somerville professed to engaging in daily 
communication with her former lover and collaborator Martin Ross (alias ‘Violet 
Bell’), via the medium of automatic writing. Smyth attempted to contact Brewster 
using this method and also through questions addressed to Ross via Somerville. On 
the whole, the communications received were to remain vague and inconclusive. 
Smyth’s biographer Christopher St John (1959) however, reports that Smyth received 
‘one remarkable message’ (St John, 1959, pg 194). Asking Brewster to comment 
upon the publication of Impressions That Remained (1919), she received a reply from 
Ross, to the effect that Brewster found the book to be ‘colossal’;
Now the one German word used frequently between H.B and me, and which 
he would use in such a  connection, indicating affectionate and jocular 
admiration was Kolossal. So it really is strange.
Smyth, St John, 1959, pg 194.
Further evidence of Smyth's diversity o f spiritual belief is provided in an account o f 
her encounter with a curate in A Final Burning of Boats (1928). In order both to evade 
a theological discussion and to antagonise the representative of the Church, Smyth 
draws his attention to a number of books in her possession;
holding the back close to his eyes I pointed to the title, 'God and the 
Supernatural.'... Taking up another book in which was a marker, J again 
displayed the title and bade him 'look at that.' It was 'The Varieties of 
Religious Experience,' by William James.
Smyth, 1928, pg 66.
However, as a stimulus for the composition of The Prison (1931), it was the 
philosophical writings of her 'collaborator'6 Harry Brewster which would provide a 
forum for Smyth to express the desire to escape from the prison '[of the] self (Smyth, 
1936, pg 306). In this context, the prison represents not only the confines of the body
5Edith Somerville, writer painter and spiritualist, introduced Smyth to the 
phenomenon of automatic writing. Smyth made several attempts to contact Brewster 
by this means but was to remain skeptical (Collins, 1984, pg 153-4).
6 Smyth’s own description of the nature of the relationship.
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(which held a literal meaning for Smyth as the victim of progressive deafness7), but 
also a means to escape the conformity of established musical forms. In her analysis of 
The Prison (1936), Smyth alludes ta creativity as a spiritual force, with the capacity 
to free the creator not only from the confines of the physical, but also the cultural 
body; ‘It is my belief that being lodged in a human frame most creative spirits have to 
fight for the particular form of emancipation towards which we see him [the prisoner] 
gradually winning his way’ (Smyth, 1936, pg 306). Smyth’s classification of the work 
clearly intends to highlight the distinction between spirituality in the form of artistic 
creativity, and spirituality as religious culture. Firstly, she omits the title 'Choral’ from 
the work, therefore seeking to avoid comparisons with existing sacred compositional 
forms and the choral symphonies of her predecessors8. Secondly, the work - in form, 
structure and style - is more suggestive of an oratorio genre, as opposed to the 
confines of traditional symphonic form. The Prison, therefore, in both philosophical 
and compositional ideology, is reflective of a female expression of spirituality, as a 
source of cultural and creative emancipation. In this context, it is significant that 
Smyth was to refer to the work as ‘the only one of all my works with which I am even 
moderately satisfied’ (Smyth, St.John, 1959, pg 297).
Venial Sin: Women and Music in Relation to the Sacred
In a letter addressed to Smyth during May 1878, Lisl Herzogenberg refers to her 
enclosed composition as 'what the Catholics call a 'lassige Sunde!' [Venial sin]’ 
(Herzogenberg, Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 246).9 The Christian concept of venial sin as a 
partial loss of grace is highly significant in the context of the perceived cultural 
inappropriateness of a female compositional voice. Herzogenberg's statement, whilst 
referring specifically to the use of a ’doubled leading note', which technically
7 ‘Smyth was over seventy at the time of its composition and her hearing was already 
impaired’ (Dale, St.John, 1959, pg 297).
8 The nineteenth-century legacy of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony and the subsequent 
Choral symphonies of Mahler, had firmly established the genre as a vehicle for 
humanist, socio-scientific ideologies, whilst for Smyth, her contemporaries Parry and 
Stanford both operated academically and compositionally within a well established 
English Church music tradition.
^Lisl enclosed a copy of a song written in 1867. No further details are given by Smyth 
(Smyth, 1919 Vol 1, pg 246).
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constitutes a breaking of her husband Heinrich -von Herzogenberg's harmonic rules10, 
reveals a moralistic reading of female creativity which Lisl defines as 'an unclean 
matter ... but in spite of that I can't help finding it expressive ... it gives a touch of a 
certain harshness I want there' (Herzogenberg, Smyth, pg 246).
In the context of General Smyth's Anglican orthodoxy, art was similarly synonymous 
with sin; 'Once, when Bob was a child Papa found him busy painting, and flew into 
such a rage... he swept the whole paraphernalia onto the floor' (Smyth ,1919, vol 1, pg 
38). Smyth suggests that her father found the arts and particularly her own artistic 
temperament to be deeply distasteful^ despite the fkct that it was a quality she 
inherited from her mother, 'to whom he was deeply attracted' (Smyth, pg 38). The 
cultural associations of performance and creativity as activities which naturally drew 
women into the public arena and therefore under the male gaze, clearly proved 
problematic in this context. Whilst for General Smyth the artistic temperament 
formed a significant component of his own sexual desires toward his wife, its 
presence in his daughter (if un-channelled by the traditional feminine roles of 
marriage - which Smyth defines as; ‘the three C’s - Church, Children and Cooking’ -  
Smyth, 1936, pg 49) represented both sexual excess and immorality;
We knew no artists, and to him the word simply meant people who are out to 
break the Ten Commandments. It is no exaggeration to say that the life I 
proposed to lead seemed to him equivalent to going on the streets;, hence the 
strange phrase he hurled back at me II would sooner see you under the sod'
Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 56-7.
The notion of Smyth's art as impure (or, as Lisl defines it, 'unclean') also permeates 
discussions of the Mass within contemporary Victorian culture. Reviewing the 
premiere of Smyth's mass, given at the Royal Albert Hall (January 1893), George 
Bernard Shaw identifies within the work 'an underlying profanity’ (Shaw, 1893, 
Bodley Head, 1981, pg 790). This analogy is extended not only to encompass Smyth's 
treatment of the liturgical text, but similarly Smyth's stylistic and harmonic
10Heinrich von Herzogenberg began teaching harmony to Smyth and his wife Lisl 
shortly after their meeting in February 1878; ‘'what is more' he added, turning to his 
wife, 'thou who hast so often bewailed thy contrapuntal ignorance, shalt also be my 
pupil” (Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 93).
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"vocabulary. Shaw draws specific attention to the breaking of harmonic rules as a 
characteristic of female compositional style. In the final paragraphs of his review, he 
seeks to emphasise further this correlation by placing the work of women composers 
inside the derogatory realm of ‘popular’ musical culture. Thus he further alienates 
Smyth’s work from a ‘high art’ classification and compositional tradition;
Wait a bit my lad ... and see how little the public shares your objection to 
hidden consécutives, descending leading notes, ascending sevenths, false 
relations, and all the other items in your index expurgatorius.
Shaw, 1893, Bodley Head, 1981, pg 793
A later review by Sidney Grew in The Musical Times, February 1924, notes that 
'Smyth's harmonies, again, have frequently the roughness we delight in' ( pg 140), 
This analogy to 'roughness' bears strong cultural overtones in relation to the 
perception of woman's primitive evolutionary status11. Culturally Grew attempts to 
locate Smyth compositionally within the framework of an ancient and outmoded 
'Elizabethan' harmonic vocabulary; 'restricted to a few conventional progressions; 
these after a while become irritating' (Grew, pg 140). The tenor of Grew's •criticism 
resolves around the popular conception of female musical language as simplistic and 
imitative (as opposed to innovative).
With specific reference to Smyth's use of the .6-3-4 sub-dominant to tonic progression 
which he refers to as 'that old cadence'. Grew comments upon; '[its] novel power' 
(Grew, pg 140). In this context, Smyth's use of harmonic convention undergoes a 
process of exoticism as a result of the status of 'otherness' ascribed to the work by 
virtue of the composer’s gender. In his discussion of the Mass in D, Shaw attempts to 
capitalise upon the work’s novelty value precisely in these terms; 'it is interesting as 
the beginning of what I have so often prophesied - the conquest of popular music by 
woman'(Shaw, 1893, Bodley Head, 1981, pg 793). Similarly, Shaw's use of language 
to describe Smyth's orchestral writing and features of compositional style, reveal an 
engendered approach to the critical appraisal of the work; 'Much of the orchestral 
decoration is very pretty' (Shaw, pg 792), which leads Shaw to contextualise the work 
and by implication its composer, within 'the light literature of Church Music' (Shaw,
11 See Chapter 1 : Temale Compositional Language As A Primitive Evolutionary 
Legacy’.
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pg 792).
From a Victorian cultural perspective, the application of a female compositional voice 
within a masculine sacred music tradition was highly problematic. To this end, Shaw 
actively seeks to distance Smyth's Mass in D from the connotations of the genre;
Her Mass was not a Requiem, True, it was carefully announced as "a Solemn 
Mass"; but when it came to the point it was not so very solemn... the Gloria... 
began exactly like be opening choruses which are now de riguer in comic 
operas.
Shawr pg 790.
As previously discussed in Chapter One, the perception of large-scale compositional 
forms as both inappropriate and beyond the capabilities of women composers, was to 
have a considerable impact upon the reception and creation of new works. Writing in 
1936 in As Time Went On, Smyth makes specific reference to the reception of the 
Mass in D by the musical establishment, within the context of the engendered 
perception of large-scale compositional forms;
I am quite certain that in 1893 it must have displeased the Faculty - 
subconsciously of course - that what is called masculim, i.e. strong music, 
should be written by a woman,
Smyth, 1936, pg 175.
Similarly, on a  theoretical level, the composition of a  ‘sacred’ work placed the 
composer in the context of a well-established and deeply formalised patriarchal 
composition culture. Smyth’s Mass in D, therefore, presented a direct challenge to the 
governing socio-scientific ideologies which perceived the work as xother’ in the 
context of established female/feminine gender identity. This was due primarily to the 
perceived incompatibility of female spiritual experience with the philosophical nature 
of deep religious understanding and abstract thought, as presented within theological 
constructs.
The perception of Smyth’s superficial understanding of theological constructs also 
permeates the mythology surrounding the creation and performance of the work. The 
evening prior to the premiere of the Mass (January 18th 1893), a dinner party in 
Smyth1 s honour was given by the Henschels. On the place settings for each guest
I6l
appeared a quotation from the sacred text ‘Benedictus qui Tenit in Nominie Domini’ 
accompanied by the first few bars of Smyth’s setting. St John (1959) would later 
comment upon the composer’s complete ignorance of the inappropriateness of the 
gesture. ‘The solemnity of the context in which the Benedictus occurs in the canon of 
the mass made the use of it almost blasphemous’ (St John, 1959, pg 87). Smyth,
Ma&de/n<}
aamuwgîf^lSa
Figure 1. Place Card from Celebratory Dinner in honour of the Premier of The Mass
in D (Smyth, 1936.)
however, was to describe the evening as ‘a brilliant success’ (Smyth, 1936, pg 170), 
reprinting a copy of the infamous place setting in her 1936 autobiography As Time 
Went On (See figure 1). However, within the context of the Anglican High Church 
service, it is important to note that the Benedictus (Blessed be the Lord) served as an 
alternative to the ‘Jubilate’ typically performed as part of the Anglican morning 
service. Although the distinction between the two liturgical texts is slight, the Jubilate 
places a distinctly ‘exalting’ as opposed to a reverential emphasis upon the worship of 
Christ. Smyth’s familiarity with, and adherence to the Anglican church musical genre, 
may therefore provide a possible explanation for the perceived inappropriateness of 
the mass text setting. In her autobiographical reminiscences o f the London premiere,12 
Smyth recounts the unorthodox comments of Mr Sheldon Cradock (a hunting 
companion of her sister Mrs Mary Hunter), in relation to her setting of the Credo;
12Smyth provides an account of the Mass in D's premiere in As Time Went On...
(1936), Chapter 10: ‘The Mass And After’.
Mr Sheldon Cradock, my sister’s favourite pilot in the hunting-field, 
whispered in her ear during the Credo, ’I say, Mrs Charlie!... this is slashing 
stuff
Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 196.
As previously discussed (see Chapter 2), Smyth identifies vigour as a characteristic of 
female compositional style, a feature which Bamaby, the conductor at the first 
performance of the mass, was to describe as ‘disjointed and over-exuberant’ (St. John, 
1959, pg 85). Smyth’s orchestral writings, therefore, become located in a 
compositional context which remains culturally disassociated with the deep spiritual 
significance and reverence of the mass genre.
Shaw typifies the notion of woman’s inherent lack of religious understanding, 
parallelling the features of female compositional style with woman's religious 
experience. For Shaw, the true nature of woman’s religious understanding remains 
fundamentally elusive, her inability to penetrate 'surface' theologies is articulated in a 
superficial preoccupation with symbolism and ritual; 'the decorative instinct is 
decidedly in front of the religious instinct' (Shaw, 1893, Bodley Head, 1981, pg 791). 
Shaw seeks to further this analogy by implying that Smyth’s setting of the text 
remains purely decorative and outside of and ‘other’ to a masculine or ‘human’ 
understanding of the spiritual within art;
None of the vocal solos in the Mass have that peculiar variety and eloquence 
which are distinctively human; the contralto solo, in which the voice is 
treated merely as a pretty organ-stop, and the setting of the Agnus Dei for the 
tenor, which is frank violin music, conclusively prove her limitations.
Shaw, Bodley Head ,1981, pg 892-3.
In life, therefore, as in art, woman functions as an imitator. Her lack of deeper 
understanding and ability to transcend what Darwin defines as '[the] decorative 
instinct'13 successfully legitimises the continued exclusivity of religious constructs as 
a male phenomenon;
If you take an average mundane young lady, and ask her what service to
13 See Chapter 2: Girls as Boys - Androgyny As Interchangeable Gender.
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religion she most enjoys rendering, she will probably, if she is a reasonably 
truthful person, instance the decoration of a church at Christmas. And, beyond 
questions, a girl of taste in that direction will often set forth in a very attractive 
and becoming way texts of the deepest and most moving significance, which 
nevertheless, mean no more to her than the Chinese alphabet.
Shaw, pg 791.
Smyth's own accounts of her formative religious experiences are based primarily 
upon the high church rituals of attendance and family prayers under the instruction of 
her father, General Smyth. During the final year of his life (1893), Smyth recounts a 
visit to church prompted by the desire to please her sick father;
Knowing that it would please Papa I went to church. The music was appalling, 
the sermon not even that. Nervous exasperation induced a curious state of 
mind, and I went home feeling like an atheistical anarchistic with delirium 
tremens.
Smyth, 1936, pg 275.
During the years 1872-3 Smyth received her first confirmation and composed a poem 
to mark the occasion. However, the poem recounts the practicalities of the ceremony 
as opposed to the meaning or symbolism inherent within the holy communion;
[I] am interested to see that there is no reference to the Holy Communion, and 
that the verse begins: When the bishop now is laying. His hands upon us, 
praying...
Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 98.
However, in a Victorian cultural context, Smyth’s attitude toward the ritualistic 
elements of religious belief were far from exclusive. Her contemporary Maurice 
Baring14, a frequent correspondent and recent convert to Catholicism, distinguishes 
between an individualist relationship to Divinity and the ritualised elements of 
orthodox belief: ‘the most truly devout Catholics are those who use priests almost 
exclusively sacramentally and not personally’ (Baring, St John, 1959, pg 267).
14Maurice Baring (1874-1945), writer and diplomat, correspondent of Smyth. Smyth 
completed a biography and assessment of Baring’s writings - Maurice Baring (pub. 
Heinemann, 1938).
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Imitation as an aspect of the ‘decorative instinct’ also holds a specific cultural and 
compositional reference in this context. Beethoven's Missa Solemnis (1827), arguably 
the seminal mass of the early nineteenth-century, is frequently acknowledged as the 
‘Mass in D” s compositional model15. The interrelationship between these two texts is 
significant not only with regard to the extent of Smyth's adherence to the Beethovian 
model, but also culturally functions as an immediate challenge to the legacy of the 
'master/masterpiece'-orientated compositional culture. The model represented by 
Beethoven also provides a recognisable vocabulary and context in which to express a 
previously unvocalised tradition of female spiritual experience.
Beethoven’s model represented, however, a cultural digression between the sacred 
and the secular, moving the Mass genre from the Cathedral to the concert hall, and 
therefore into the realm of ‘art’. A short analysis of the Mass in D featured in The 
Musical Times (February 1st 1924), written in response to its forthcoming revival 
(Birmingham February 1924), identifies the work as problematic with regard to 
performance, precisely due to its incompatibility with the context and practicalities of 
a Cathedral setting; 'it is a Latin Mass, too big for the church, not (as was imagined in 
the 19th century) suitable for the Cathedral festivals' (Grew, The Musical Times, 
February 1924, pg 140). In order to imply further the incongruous nature of Smyth's 
setting, the reviewer actively avoids the discussion of the work in a spiritual or 
religious context. Rather, the reviewer focuses upon Smyth’s composition process in 
the creation of ‘art’: ‘She thinks steadily and continuously; and the outcome of such 
thought is always art that has strength’ (pg 140). However, this reclassification of 
spiritual expression as an aesthetic (as opposed to theological) concept, provided 
Smyth with an intermediate position in which to express female spirituality as an 
expression of art as opposed to orthodox religious beliefs.
Smyth’s compositional use of quotation, as part of The Prison’s narrative framework, 
was similarly to prove contentious within the musical establishment. Whilst the work 
was considered remarkably ‘free in its conception’ (Dale, St. John, 1959), Smyth’s 
use of quotation, most significantly the culturally resonant bugle call ‘the last post’,
15‘Employing all the resources of classical music and acknowledging the leadership of 
Beethoven’ (Dale, St John, 1959, pg 296).
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within a framework which incorporates Greek modal harmonies, an organ fugue, 
impressionist depictions of nature and the extremities of instrumental and vocal 
range, would result for Dale; ‘[in] disappointment by its heterogeneous style’ (Dale, 
St. John, 1959, pg 297). Parallels may be drawn between Shaw’s reaction to the 
feminine predisposition to embellishment (‘the decorative instinct’) and Dale’s 
negative response to Smyth’s attempt to locate her spiritual belief within a culturally 
disparate musical identity.
Shaw readily associates many aspects of Smyth's compositional style with cultural 
constructs of femininity. For Shaw; 'the decorative instinct is decidedly in front of the 
religious instinct all through.' (Shaw, pg 791). Entitling his review 'Miss Smyth's 
Decorative Instinct', Shaw feels it necessary to make repeated references to 'feminine' 
aspects of the Mass in D. The general characteristics of the work are described as; 
'externally highly decorous' (Shaw, pg 791). Shaw, however, offers very little in the 
way of examples, or indeed a precise definition of the 'decorative instinct', beyond 
allusions to excessive ornamentation within the Credo; 'curious trillings and
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Musical Example 1
Smyth, Mass in D; Credo. Rehearsal B 
pipings' (Shaw, pg 792) (musical example 1):
A comparison of the Mass in D and the Missa Solemnis frequently exposes Shaw’s 
comments regarding a feminine ‘decorative instinct’ as a reflection of culturally 
constructed gender ideology, as opposed to purely musical observations.
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Of the two works, the Missa Solemnis more readily uses embellishment and a 
symphonic (as opposed to liturgical orchestral) style within the setting of the text. In 
the opening Kyrie movement, Smyth provides only a two bar introduction, played by 
pianissimo strings before the entry of the Bass voice. In comparison, Beethoven 
presents a lengthy twenty-one bar introduction, which opens dramatically with a 
fortissimo rendition of the four note Kyrie theme (see musical example 2).
Beethoven. Missa Solemnis. Kyrie Introduction
m m  iftif li-
IffiÉlli:
Musical Example 2
In a late nineteenth-century musicological context, the identification of Beethoven’s 
embellishment of the opening theme as ‘complexity’ as opposed to ‘decoration’ 
serves to highlight gender distinctions within the language of music criticism. In his
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discussion of the Mass in D, Grew identifies Smyth’s repetition of the four note 
motif within the ‘Cum Sancto Spirito’, as ‘a pure blend of fancy and idealism’ (Grew, 
The Musical Times, February 1924, pg 141). However, Beethoven’s use of small 
motivic ideas, which form both a structural foundation and context for his setting of 
the text, were regarded by Shaw as evidence of advanced compositional technique.
Despite Beethoven’s considerable employment of timpani drums16, Smyth’s use of 
percussion is described by Shaw as overly theatrical and somewhat out of context; 
’one or two of the drum flourishes remind me, not of anything so vulgar as the 
Salvation Army, but of a crack cavalry band' (Shaw, pg 792). Similarly, Levi was to 
regard the Mass from a theatrical (as opposed to spiritual) context, urging Smyth to 
consider operatic compositions on the basis of her vocal settings of the mass text17.
From a contemporary perspective, Shaw's comments are problematic in that Smyth's
■ ri'r.rmiA.
Musical Example 3
Smyth. The Mass in D. Gloria -opening bars
16 ------------------------------------
Beethoven utilises the timpani as a dramatic device. In the opening Kyrie movement, he 
scores for timpani tuned to D and A, which are used to reiterate the rhythmical dynamism 
17 of the Kyrie motif: see Musical Example 2.
Crichton, 1989, pg 12.
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writings, rather than being excessively ornamental, arguably rely much more upon 
rhythmic drive and physical scale to portray the works’ dramatic elements. In his 
discussion of the work, Grew identifies the significance of the rhythmical motif 
established within the choral entry to the Gloria (Musical Example 3); 'The choral 
opening of the Gloria is so strong rhythmically that the blow it strikes on our 
imaginations ought to vibrate all through the performance' (Grew, 1924, pg 141).
In the context of Darwin's discussion and definition of the decorative instinct ('self- 
adornment, vanity, and the admiration of others' - Darwin, 1871, ed Bonner & May, 
1981, pg 342), Shaw's comments imply the presence of the composer’s 'ego', a 
secondary sexual characteristic primarily associated with masculinity18, and clearly, 
therefore, at odds with traditional depictions of women within the sacred work of art. 
Archbishop Benson, who was to hear the ‘Mass’ at a subsequent private performance 
at Addington, was to remark that; 'in this Mass God
« pvto or»'
J'c-'o »  porM cr*.
Musical example 4 
Smyth, The Mass in D. Kyrie. Opening choral entry at rehearsal B
18See Chapter One: ‘Size and Secondary Sexual Characteristics’.
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was not implored but commanded to have mercy' (Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 196). In 
the context of the perceived superficiality of female thought, Benson’s comments 
imply a lack of subtlety in Smyth’s religious understanding. This was a feature which 
Grew was similarly to locate in Smyth’s setting of the Kyrie Eleison.Of the opening 
motif (see Musical Example 4), Grew states ‘its idea is not an abstract thought but an 
impassioned prayer’ (Grew, The Musical Times, July 1944, pg 140).
Here Grew seeks to imply that through the repeated reappearance within the work of 
the bass line motif (‘a key-theme of the work’ - Grew, pg 140), Smyth provides not 
only musical continuity, but reveals a literal interpretation of the liturgical text ‘Lord 
have Mercy’. Dale (St. John, 1959) makes a similar reading of the repetitive elements 
within the work;
The endless repetitions of the passacaglia theme throughout the awed 
pianissimo passages and at the insistent fortissimo climax of the Kyrie Elision 
seem to symbolise the unceasing cry of the human being for divine 
compassion.
Dale, St. John, 1959, pg 296.
For Grew, Dale and Archbishop Benson, Smyth’s repetitive plea for mercy defines the 
Mass as a vehicle of personal (as opposed to theological) expression. Shaw was 
similarly to comment upon the work’s personal (as opposed to cultural) theological 
context; 'the religion is not of the widest and most satisfying sort' (Shaw, 1893, 
Bodley Head, 1981, pg 791).
The Spiritual within Art
The differentiation between the spiritual as expressed within ‘art’ and a community of 
concurrent religious belief as represented by the institution of the church was already 
well established towards the close of the nineteenth centmy. Havelock Ellis (1890), 
amongst others, identifies ‘art’ as a form of spiritual expression with the capacity to 
fulfil the same social and spiritual functions as religious belief;
For religion is a mystery, into which not all of us are initiated. The road to the 
Kingdom of Heaven, it was well said of old times, is narrow, and blessed are
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they who, having reached it stay but a little while! To drink deep of that cup is 
to have all the motor energies of life paralysed. Art remains to give us the same 
joy and refreshment, in more various, wholesome, and acceptable forms.
Ellis, 1890, pg 28-9.
Ellis clearly highlights the mythology surrounding the exclusivity of 'true' religious 
experience, his comments revealing a sceptical approach to the limits of formalised 
religion upon human behaviour and morality; 'all the motor energies of life paralysed'.
In comparison, the classification of art as a manifestation of the spiritual presents the 
possibility of a diversity of religious beliefs and experience. In his 1890 publication 
The New Spirit, Ellis had already begun to establish a correlation between spirituality 
and concepts of aesthetical value. Discussing the legacy of Schopenhauer, Ellis 
highlights the philosopher’s reverential approach to art; ‘his profound religious sense 
in refined and aesthetic joy’ (Ellis, 1890, pg 4). In this context, Ellis actively seeks to 
establish art and beauty as the basis of a new religion, ‘The New Spirit’, an approach 
which clearly reflects Nietzsche’s ideological hierarchy between the supremacy of 
culture and the belief in a culturally independent omnipotent being; ‘God [therefore] is 
Dead’19. However, by seeking to establish art as a form of religious experience, Ellis 
merely perpetuates an established elitist relationship between high art culture and 
spiritual expression; ‘there was yet another solution for sensitive souls: to hide the 
heart in a nest of roses away from the world’ (Ellis, 1890, pg 4). Whilst for artists this 
ideology presents a means to establish an individual (as opposed to institutional) 
relationship to divinity through the intimacy of creation, the historically ambiguous 
relationship of women in relation to the high art establishment effectively excludes 
women from the ‘new’ religion of art. This relationship is further perpetuated within 
the language of music criticism, which identifies women's music outside of the 
traditional classifications of'art', placing woman within the context of an imitative (as 
opposed to an innovative) creative persona20.
Smyth’s approach to the musical treatment of Brewster’s The Prison text serves to
19 Nietzsche identifies Christianity as a corrupt cultural concept. At the close of Der 
Anti-Christ, he states; T condemn Christianity; I raise against the Christian church the 
most terrible accusation that any accuser has eveiy uttered. It is to me the most 
profound of all thinkable corruptions’ (Nietzsche, cited in Ellis, 1936, pg 34).
20 See Chapter 2: The Male Impersonator: Smyth’s Sexual And Compositional Genesis’.
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heighten the contentious position of women in the context of ‘art’ as a new religion. In 
the context of Ellis’s writings, Brewster’s text (as a product of an ‘artistic’ literaiy 
genre) is deemed to be ‘spiritual’ both in terms of its subject matter and as work of art. 
As a large scale work by a woman composer, Smyth’s symphony was therefore to 
prove culturally problematic, not only within mainstream high art musical culture, but 
similarly as the reinterpretation of a ‘man-made’ art work in the context of the 
generalised art world.
Published in 1891, Brewster's The Prison21 encapsulates many of the philosophical 
concerns of the age. In the preface to the 1931 edition of the text, Smyth attempts to 
locate Brewster's work within the growing tide of transcendentalism, which advocates 
experience and cosmic unity as the basis for spiritual understanding; 'I am striving to 
release that which is divine within us, and to merge it with the universally divine' 
(Platinus, Brewster, Smyth, 1930, pg z')22. Notions of the 'divine' within us closely 
mirror what Ellis (1898) defines as ‘[the Dionysian spirit]', as epitomised by the 
nineteenth-century writings of Nietzsche23;
I know no higher symbolism than this Greek Dionysiac symbolism. It is the 
deepest instinct of life, of the future of life, the eternity of life, is experienced 
religiously; generation, the way to life, is regarded as a sacred way.
Nietzsche, 1876, Ellis, 1989, ed Collis, 1936, pg 10.
For Ellis, the Dionysian spirit represents the excesses of experience or 'intoxication' 
(Ellis, ed Collis 1936, pg 9), an idea which Brewster firmly adopts in his perception of 
spirituality as a measure and reflection of human experience;
We are full of immortality... it stirs and glitters in us under the crust of Self like 
a gleam of sirens under the ice; and any blow which breaks this crust brings us 
into the company of the Eternal Ones, whom to feel is to be as they.
21Smyth recounts that The Prison had just 'appeared' in November 1891 (Smyth, 
1936, pg 21). The original publication details are not available. The text was to be 
republished with Smyth as editor in 1931, to coincide with the first performances of 
Smyth's The Prison.
22 Platinus is quoted by both Brewster and Smyth as a subtitle to The Prison, and as 
such functions as an explanation of philosophical/spiritual approach (Smyth, Curwen 
ed. 1930).
23Die Geburt der Tragodie, Nietzsche (1876).
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Brewster, Smyth, 1936, pg 306.
However, whilst Brewster’s philosophical stance is largely representative of 
established mainstream philosophical ideologies, Smyth's role in the republication of 
the text was regarded as a contamination of a previously patriarchal genre. As a result, 
Brewster and his writings underwent a process of cultural féminisation. An article 
feature in The Musical Times (July 1944) refers to Brewster as; '[an] emotional 
philosopher' {The Musical Times, July 1944, pg 207). A review of the London 
premiere (February 1931) seeks to neutralise both Smyth’s (and, by association, 
Brewster’s) manifestation of the spiritual within art;
Both Ethel Smyth and Henry Brewster have made brave attempts at 
mediocrity, but both have failed without obtaining that bottomness which is 
diverting.
The New Statesman, Collis, 1984, pg 187.
Brewster’s text was similarly to prove problematic amongst Smyth’s female 
contemporaries. Virginia Woolf was to describe Brewster’s The Prison as; '[a] 
hopeless farrago' (Woolf, Lee, 1996, pg 587), whilst Vernon Lee described his brand 
of metaphysics to Smyth as ‘all wrong’ (Smyth, St John, 1959, pg 209). Similarly for 
Dale (St John 1959), ‘the curiously unvocal style of his blank verse and the vagueness 
of his metaphysical thought’ (Dale, St John, 1959, pg 297) was to make Smyth’s 
choice of text problematic within a feminist conception of the spiritual in art. There is 
evidence to suggest that Smyth was aware of the various conflicts surrounding her 
choice to adapt Brewster’s text. St John (1959) presents Smyth’s account of the 
negativity surrounding the venture, even amongst close friends such as Maurice Baring 
and Brewster’s own daughter Julia;
But when I told her and Maurice Baring that I intended to take The Prison’ 
into the musical workshop, and write an orchestral and choral work based on it, 
they said nothing, but looked as embarrassed and unhappy as we all look when 
our friends inform us they are about to do something particularly crazy.
Smyth, St John, 1959, pg 209.
Whilst their reaction may in some ways reflect a perception of Brewster’s philosophy
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as ‘Victorian’ and, therefore, outmoded by 1930s’ cultural sensibilities, Smyth remains 
fundamentally aware of the perceived incompatibility of complex philosophical 
constructs with a feminine (and therefore simplistic) compositional voice.
Brewster's text initially appears incompatible with a musical setting, due to the 
enormity and complexity of the various characters and the abstract nature of their 
philosophical debate. Smyth compensates for this by adapting only the prisoner’s 
dialogue to provide a loose narrative, around which the mixed chorus and the soul 
(soprano), provide a commentary upon the prisoner’s journey towards spiritual 
awakening and bodily death (see Appendix 3 for Smyth’s adaptation of The Prison 
text);
His writings, above all ‘The Prison’, reveal his real feeling about death; that all 
it amounts to is a slight shifting of the kaleidoscope, a new chapter in a story 
without beginning or end, another adventure probably as enthralling as the one 
concluded by what we call death.’
Smyth, 1931, pg 42-3.
Brewster’s version of The Prison takes the format of a play text, in the style of an 
implied factual reportage of a transcribed conversation, and is therefore reflective of 
the nineteenth-century unification of philosophy with science in the realm of art. The 
narrative concerns a theoretical discussion amongst four friends upon the discovery of 
a diary, written by a prisoner anguishing upon his physical and mortal incarceration 
shortly before embracing death. The work establishes a forum in which the question 
of a contemporary understanding of human experience is debated by a representative 
of each of the predominant religious/spiritually contemplative movements of the late 
nineteenth century; a supernaturalist, a neo-Christian maiden, a positivist, and a wise 
man (philosopher). In the context of the Mass in D and The Prison, as female 
representations of the spiritual within art, it is significant that the narrow-mindedness 
and exclusionary status of the Christian faith is encapsulated by Brewster within the 
female character Beryl: ‘Beryl: “What hope is there for one buried alive? It is only 
religion that could help him, and apparently he is not a believer’” (Brewster, 1931, pg 
54).
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For Smyth, however, Brewster’s derogatory portrayal of Beryl becomes a question of 
belief as opposed to gender: ‘He looked on adherence to any specific creed as a sign of 
feeble, or underdeveloped, religious instinct’ (Smyth, Brewster, 1931, pg 37). Beryl, 
however, conforms neatly to traditional perceptions of womanhood, demonstrating 
responses typically associated with a feminine mind-set. Her perspective of the 
prisoner’s position is at once highly emotive: she is unable to grasp much of the 
complex reasoning and arguments offered by her male colleagues, or to relate to 
anything beyond her own limited experience;
Beryl: “Oh how fickle and vacillating he is”
Clive: “Do you know by experience what solitude means?”
Beryl: “No”
Brewster, 1931, pg 103.
In contrast to the simplistic, emotive nature of Beryl’s responses, the male characters 
(whilst frequently polarised by their respective philosophical positioning) debate the 
prisoner’s passing in an unemotional, intellectual and deeply theoretical way, 
conforming therefore to traditional concepts of masculine thought. The supematuralist, 
Clive, for example, identifies religion as a means of deciphering and representing 
culture within a vocabulary of abstraction;
Clive: “The attitude which I believe we ought to take toward the great 
affirmations of our religion; treating them neither as though they corresponded 
to outlying realities, nor as illusionary, but as forms of thought by the 
assistance of which we can open fields of culture otherwise unaccessible.”
Brewster, 1931, pg 91.
The positivist Croy, meanwhile, presents a polarised view of religious belief, in which 
any potential sociological benefits become negated by hierarchical structures inherent 
within the nature of cultural organisations; ‘any possible usefulness is compromised by 
a claim to supremacy which it cannot enforce’. The philosopher Gerald, however, 
(from a theoretical position which reflects Darwin’s perception of belief within the 
lower evolutionary orders), directly attacks Beryl’s theological position as a naïve 
belief in a mythologised concept of divinity which exists beyond a scientific or 
empirical validity;
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Gerald: “Beryl assures us in an off-hand manner that it is of no importance 
whatever that a story trusted as absolute truth... should rest on facts having the 
supernatural value attributed to them”
Brewster, 1931, pg 85.
Within this socio-scientific cultural framework of established gender behaviour, 
Brewster largely conforms to conventional ideologies surrounding a differentiated 
male/female relationship to the spiritual. However, within the editorial process Smyth 
effectively abandons Brewster’s hierarchy of spiritual belief by the unification of the 
prisoner’s dialogue with the androgynous facets of his soul.
Alternative views of the spiritual content in art sought to preserve the hierarchy of 
divinity above cultural forces. Writing in 1923, Ernst Bloch challenges Nietzsche's 
classification of music as a 'socio-historical retrospection'. Citing Jean-Paul as his 
theoretical model, Bloch identifies music as an earthly reflection of a transcendental 
utopian spirit;
Why [asks Jean-Paul], does music's capacity to effect transitions more swiftly 
and more potently than any other 'art' make us forget a higher attribute of 
music, its power of nostalgia, not for an old country we have left behind but for 
a virgin one, not for the past, but for a future.
Jean-Paul, Bloch, 1985, pg 108.
Bloch's identification of art as a primitive or archaic language has clear parallels with 
Darwin's description of music as a mysterious force in the context of its persistent 
recurrence as a significant component in human evolutionary development:
As neither the enjoyment nor the capacity of producing musical notes are 
faculties of the least direct use to man in reference to his ordinary habits of life, 
they must be ranked amongst the most mysterious with which he is endowed.
Darwin, 1871, ed. Boner & May, 1981, pg 333.
Ellis (1923, ed. Collis 1936), similarly parallels the role of the arts and the 
scientification of the natural world within the context of mysticism; 'the relationship 
of the Self to the Not-Self, of the individual to the whole' (Ellis, 1923, ed Collis, 1936, 
pg 152.). In this context woman's relationship to the not-self, the work of art (which is 
both created and received within a vocabulary of patriarchal culture), undergoes a
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further process of mystification. Effectively the art works of women are, therefore, 
theoretically positioned a further step away from intelligibility. The female creative 
message remains indecipherable within the context of male spiritual experience. F. W 
Myres in Human Personality and the Survival of Bodily Death, (1903) furthers this 
analogy with his identification of music as a feminine language which, Myres argues, 
functions as an abstract and ancient symbolism, and as such remains incomprehensible 
to contemporaneous cultures;
Music marches and will march forever, through an ideal and unimaginable 
world. Her melody may be a mighty symbolism, but it is a symbolism to which 
man has lost the key.
Myres, 1903, pg 101.
Bloch discusses the concept of music as a 'not-yet-conscious-knowledge' (Bloch, 1985, 
pg 108), using Wagner’s concept of Visionary theory'24 as a theoretical basis. The 
belief that ancient man had the ability to decipher the interrelationship between the 
natural and spiritual world permeates the writings of both Bloch and his 
contemporaries. Bloch argues that man’s loss o f ’clairvoyance' stems from a culturally 
influenced evolutionary desire for a visual (as opposed to more generally ‘sensory’) 
world perception. In the context of Christian orthodoxy, Christ the 'man', the god made 
flesh, was required as a visual proof of God. However, for Bloch, music still operates 
within the realm of sensory perception and as such represents a hierarchical 
articulation of the spiritual, in the absence of the lesser order of visible spiritual 
experience. Bloch maintains that spiritual communion occurs during the experience of 
the art work, at which time the receiver (audience/spectator) identifies with the ‘not- 
self within the work of art, momentarily losing their perception of reality. Primary 
reality (the visual) therefore becomes over-ridden by a subconscious sensory 
perception; 'Thus enabling] spirit-shapes to appear in the farthest background of the 
interior dream-world' (Bloch, ed. 1985, pg 119).
In many respects, the dichotomy presented by this conception of creativity (as an
24'Wagner and Schopenhauer's theory of visions... Behind all dreams, it maintains, 
there lives a kind of intrinsic prophetic dream which starts with a dimming of our 
sight and thus enables spirit shapes to appear in the furthest background of the interior 
dream-world' (Bloch, 1985).
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outward or independent force - ‘not-self) liberated the artist from traditional concepts 
of genius. In this context, the primitive language of music is an innate human 
capability, but interrelated with issues of human potentiality and effectively 'atrophied' 
by cultural forces and self-perception. The belief that the mind could be trained to tap 
into its innate abilities and creative resources was readily absorbed into popular late 
nineteenth-century culture. In 1894, George Du Maurier published his immensely 
popular novel, ‘Trilby’, the tale of a tone-deaf prostitute who transcends class, culture 
and education to become a celebrated 'singing machine' under the mesmeric skills of 
composer/conductor Svengali. In a Victorian context, Trilby's mental susceptibility 
can be understood as a reflection of all women's intellectual 'deficiencies'. The 
character of Trilby, however, firmly establishes a precedent in which woman gains 
access to the primitive spiritual language of music as a result of her liberation from 
gender-‘defining’ culture.
From a contemporary perspective, Bloch’s concept of the dreamworld is clearly 
synonymous with a Freudian concept of the unconscious, as polarised by the dominant 
relationship of the primitive Id above the cultural Ego25. The T as present in the 
subconscious mind retains for Bloch the means by which the artist encounters 
spirituality within the work of art. The T retains the hereditary evolutionary 
development of the forgotten sensory spiritual vocabulary, which reveals itself to the 
artist through the confines of the 'inner dream world*. Art which stems from the 
creation of the instinctive T  (as opposed to the culturally-constructed self, the ego), 
therefore assumes a hierarchical position above works which are consciously created 
to emulate culture as opposed to articulate the 'inner voice';
Consider the movement of the great composers into a spiritual shell, into the 
native region of the T into the instant of integral selfhood, individually 
coloured, arrested and prised open, resounding and left to an innermost 
sanctum as the thing-in-itself of music too. This movement is itself nothing 
other than the passage of music's time into its space, and thus a sudden 
conversion of its specific temporal form into its specific spatial form.
Bloch, ed. 1985, pg 104.
25 Freud developed a new structural account of the mind, ‘the uncoordinated 
instinctual trends were called the id, the organised, realistic part, the ego, and critical, 
moralising function, the super-ego’ (Strachey, in Richards, 1997, pg 23).
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However, whilst Bloch offers a clear value distinction between the spirit ('high art') 
and culture ('low art'), his discussion fails to address the classification and creation of 
compositional values in the context of the historical canon. The implication here is that 
Bloch, like his contemporaries, effectively adheres to mainstream patriarchal cultural 
compositional values, effectively excluding both classifications of value and 
spirituality from works which exist outside the established patriarchal framework. 
Whilst the Mass in D operates within a formalised musical structure (and, therefore, 
falls within the jurisdiction of Bloch's spiritual-worth-above-culture debate), The 
Prison, in its structural and generic independence, arguably presents a prime example 
of the compositional T at work. In this context, Ellis's model of spirituality as an 
expression and literal experience of 'art' presents Smyth with a means to express a 
female spiritual experience in a theoretically cultural vocabulary of spirituality. As 
Smyth was to comment in her introduction to the republication of Brewster’s The 
Prison (1931), Brewster’s philosophical writings function as; ‘the application of his 
ideas to matters of art’ (Smyth, 1931, pg 21 ).
Significantly, the work was to prove difficult to classify within the context of 
traditional compositional genres, and was similarly problematic as a result of its 
deeply philosophical content. As a consequence, the work is frequently discussed in 
terms of technical merit and not in connection with a 'spiritual* content. A review in 
The Musical Times (July 1944) identifies the content of Brewster's philosophical 
message as both incompatible with, and beyond the limitations of Smyth's 
compositional abilities:
There is less variance in the general estimate of her other large-scale choral 
work The Prison'. Though the composer put all her zeal and faith into its 
creation and ranked it at the head of her works, the general view is that Henry 
Brewster's philosophical text hampered her inspiration and has acted as a bar to 
public favour.
July 1944, pg 212.
This review heightens existing distinctions between female creativity as a technical 
imitation of the male art form, and male creativity as a 'god-given art'. Woman's 
spirituality is, therefore, placed within the cultural realm of the man-made. Myres 
(1903) clearly differentiates between the unconscious as a transmitter of spirituality
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and the conscious manipulation of compositional techniques. Myres cites Robert 
Schumann's account of the creative process as evidence of the spiritually creative 
process at work; 'It is extraordinary how I write almost everything in canon, and then 
only detect the imitation afterwards' (Schumann, Myres, 1903, pg 103). However, 
Bernard Shaw (1893, Bodley Head, 1981) in the context of his discussion of Smyth’s 
Mass in D, discusses the problematic nature of setting an ancient liturgical text in a 
contemporary setting; 'Every critic who goes to hear a setting of words written 
hundreds of years ago knows that some of them will have lost their sincerity, if not 
their very meaning' (Shaw, 1893, 1981, pg 791). In this instance, Shaw states that the 
critic 'looks for a display of pure musicianship to fill the void' (Shaw, pg 791). Shaw, 
therefore, clearly ascribes value to the composer’s technical skills in the creation of the 
work of art.
Myres defines 'divine' creation as; 'an accidental manifestation independent of the 
requirements of any external stimuli' (Myres, 1903, pg 103). In this context, Smyth's 
composition of the Mass in D as a paradigm of a Beethovian model, conforms to 
notions of female creativity as an imitation of the male and, as such, has been 
perceived as an exercise in technique rather than inspiration; 'it is a case of ambition 
outrunning its powers' {The Musical Times, July 1944, pg 212). Shaw, however, 
concurs with this estimation of the work; Miss Smyth's powers of expression do not 
go beyond what the orchestra can do for her' (Shaw, pg 792), which strongly implies 
that in this context the 'void' has not been sufficiently filled.
The Spirit. Nature and the Pastoral
For Ellis, the theoretical polarities presented by spirituality and science would become 
synergised within the context of the natural world, and reflected by a commonality of 
purpose in the desire to rationalise natural phenomena. Depictions of the spiritual 
within art had traditionally established a relationship between the heavenly and the 
pastoral. The eighteenth-centuiy French philosopher. Félicité Rubert De Lamennas, 
defines man's soul as the mirror of God; 'Only in the soul of man is the supernal beauty 
mirrored as it exists in the mind of God.' (De Lamennas, Buffen, 1886, pg 22). In this 
context, the heavenly world is, therefore, a product of a human/man-made realisation
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within the work of art; 'Art (said De Lamennas) is in the man what creative power is in 
God. Art is the embodiment of eternal types. Nature suggests a beauty she never 
completely realises1 (Buffen, 1886, pg 22).
In Beecham and Pharaoh (1935), Smyth discusses her physical encounters with the 
natural world as a recourse to spiritual experience. During the winter of 1913, Smyth 
travelled to Egypt in what she describes as; '[a] rather athestical mood' (Smyth, 1935, 
pg 125). However, the monumental scale of the Egyptian landscape was to promote; 
[a] falling back on the old psalmist and his rhapsody about the heavens declaring the 
gloiy of God and the firmament showing His handiwork' (Smyth, 1935, pg 125). What 
is truly significant in Smyth's statement is her association with a pre-Christian Old 
Testament ideology, which places the spiritual experience of nature in a personal (as 
opposed to orthodox Christian) context. As previously discussed, the belief in music 
and art as a 'primitive', forgotten, transcendental language (as epitomised by Bloch and 
his contemporaries) formed a significant contribution to the understanding of the 
spiritual within art during the early part of the twentieth century. For Smyth, her 
understanding of nature represents a unification of the spiritual with the mystical. 
Writing of her sightings of the scorpion star constellation during her travels in Egypt, 
Smyth attempts to articulate the ‘disturbing’ aspect of the phenomenon in precisely 
these terms:
There is something about it, though this may be imagination, that makes you 
understand why the ancients saw in it an evil influence. I had fancied it must be 
merely because the sting of a scorpion is dangerous, but looking at that fierce 
radiant creature clambering claw by claw up the sky, you felt there might well 
be more to it than that... that the astrologers knew a thing or two we don't 
know.
Smyth, 1935, pg 147-8.
Shaw (1893) identifies Smyth’s musical references to nature within the Mass in Z), as 
symptomatic of a primitive understanding of spirituality; ‘there is, too, an oddly pagan 
but entirely pleasant association in Miss Smyth’s mind of the heavenly with the 
pastoral’ (Shaw, 1893, Bodley Head, 1981, pg 792). Within the context of Shaw’s 
remarks, Smyth’s symbolism of the spiritual conforms to an existing cultural 
conception of femininity. Smyth’s belief in the old testament ideology of creation 
places her work in a framework of primitive or superstitious belief. For Kathleen Dale
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(St. John 1959), Smyth uses nature as a means to establish a dialogue between the 
human and the spiritual realm. Dale makes specific reference to the ‘Pastoral Sunset 
Calm Scene’ (Dale, St. John, 1959, pg 297) in which the desperation theme of the 
prisoner (minor mode) is effectively abated by; ‘the tranquillizing theme in the major 
mode’ (Dale, pg 297), an inversion of the prisoner’s theme . In this context, nature 
forms a bridge between the physical body and the spiritual realm. In Musical Example 
5, Smyth portrays this thematically with a two-bar rising and falling triplet
Smyth, The Prison, - entrance of ‘the soul’ rehearsal number 74 
motif, which links the prisoner’s soliloquy (‘once more among the living’) with the
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Musical Example 5
first entry of the soul. Smyth uses the two-bar phrase as an evocation of the wind, an 
unseen earthly element often associated with the presence of spirits and the spiritual
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realm26. The rhythmical triplet motif appears repeatedly, both in relation to the soul, 
and with specific reference to nature within the text (for Smyth’s edited version of the 
text, see Appendix 3). At rehearsal point 5 (Musical Example 6), the prisoner sings; 
‘scatter it on leaves to the wind’ in a descending to ascending triplet motion, with 
ascending triplet accompaniment. The triplet pattern occurs again in the
synonymous with nature; ‘But now the room is not cheerless anymore, it is
companionable, as with the haze of morning and twitter of swallows’.
Within Brewster’s text, nature provides numerous metaphors for the elemental 
properties of eternity (‘blood and stone’) which are interpreted literally in tone- 
painting by Smyth. For example, see the ‘Orchestral Interlude’ (5 before 50), subtitled 
‘The first glimmer of dawn’ (Musical Example 8), which occurs at the end of part 1,
before the prisoner ‘understanding his own immortality... sleeps’.
Musical Example 6
accompaniment, at three bars after 
rehearsal point 7, when the soul sings of 
eternity (Musical Example 7). In the 
context of Brewster’s philosophical 
ideology, the elemental and the eternal are
Musical Example 7
26 Darwin notes the unsettling effect of the wind upon his dog, ‘an ordinarily rational 
creature’, as a manifestation of natural phenomena being misinterpreted by lower orders 
as evidence of spiritual activity. See: Chapter 4 : The Scientification of the Spirit’.
The interlude is characterised by a falling motif, used to denote the dawn chorus of the 
birds - a feature also predominant within the Credo of the Mass in D, referred to by 
Shaw as ‘curious trillings and pipings’. However, as a convention within sacred 
musical forms, the musical onomatopoeia of birdsong to depict the heavenly is far 
from a unique feature of Smyth’s compositional style. Beethoven similarly denotes 
bird song by the use of a 3 quaver note motif for flute and bassoon in the Agnus Dei 
(see Musical Example 9). In this context, Shaw’s remarks do not reveal an objection
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to the concept of nature as heavenly, but a female understanding/representation of the 
natural world within art.
Musical Example 10
Example 10: Smyth, The Prison 
A correlation between nature and divinity is also established by Smyth’s use of the 
broken arpeggios to symbolise the sea, as the accompaniment to the prisoner’s words; 
‘In the faint grey morning I hear a sound as of distant surf (see Musical Example 10).
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Smyth, The Wreckers, Act One, Overture
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This motif is an elaboration of the tone-painting used to evoke the sea within Smyth’s 
opera The Wreckers (1904) (see Musical Example 11). A similar passage also features 
within the Allegro Vivace section of the Credo of Smyth’s Mass in D, which arguably
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Musical Example 12
places the literal meaning of the text T believe, I believe in you” within the context of 
nature and the pastoral.
In Beecham and the Pharaoh (1935), Smyth makes specific reference to the sea in 
connection with the sublimity of the Egyptian desert:
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Sometimes if you listened sharply, the sea could just be heard, and in gratitude 
for that wonderful duet, the silence and the soft distant road, you blessed the 
wind.
Smyth, 1935, pg 125-6.
Smyth furthers this analogy within The Prison through the employment of an extreme 
dynamic sound world. As Virginia Woolf was to comment, the work consists of a 
dialogue ‘between the Prisoner and his Soul, with Voices singing - either f ff  or ppp - of 
‘the indestructibility of human passions” (Woolf, Lee, 1996, pg 588). Smyth utilises 
the extreme dynamic sound range to establish a dialogue between the heavenly and the 
earthly. The mixed chorus of spiritual voices sing ‘behold in his very moment I am 
outliving death’, providing one of numerous examples of rapid movement of dynamic 
range and rapid crescendo.
The effect is one of harshness, which mirrors both the gentle and abrasive extremes of 
nature; ‘blood and stone’. Grew, similarly discusses Smyth’s use of rapid dynamic 
climaxes within the Mass in D. With reference to the descending 4 note bass theme 
from the Kyrie, Grew discusses its role in the Christe Eleison, in which it forms ‘a 
series of climaxes of which the total effect probably touches sublimity’ (Grew, The 
Musical Times, July 1924, pg 141 - see Musical Example 12 above). In the context of 
Victorian monumentalist aesthetic values27, Grew’s reference to sublimity functions as 
a metaphor for size and volume, in which the dynamic climax becomes inherently 
masculine and, therefore, approaches spiritual ‘sublimity’.
In the context of Victorian popular culture, woman's relationship to nature and the 
spiritual held an innate dualism between the body and psychology. From a historical 
perspective, the correlation between women and nature, and woman's traditional roles 
as midwife, healer and carer, were traditionally clouded in superstition.28 The moral 
weakness of the first woman. Eve, in the garden of Eden, provided a theological 
precedent in which woman’s susceptibility to negative supernatural forces (evil) 
located unaccountable abilities as primarily negative and therefore within the realm of
27 For a discussion of size as a cultural value see Chapter 1: Size Matters: Craniology, 
Creativity and Compositional Genre, the Socio-Scientific Construction of The Lady 
Composer.
2%See Woman's Words, Jane Mills (1989, pg 124).
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witchcraft or demonic possession. However, the eighteenth-century adoption and 
scientification of the healing arts by mainstream patriarchal culture sought to discredit 
femininity in order to claim power over nature. Jordanova (1989) defines this 
relationship in terms of a gender dichotomy, in which women came to represent nature 
and man (in the guise of scientific thought), 'culture' (Jordanova, 1989, pg 20). 
Virginia Woolf (1928) was similarly to make this connection with her observation 
regarding the perceived complexity of woman in the context of nature - '[she remains] 
perhaps the most discussed animal in the universe' (Woolf, 1928, ed 1945, pg 28.) - 
and, as such, actively undergoes a process of de-mystification at the hands of science.
This relationship was also perpetuated within scientific explanations of the spiritual as 
unexplained natural phenomena, decipherable only through advanced reasoning and 
abstract thought and, therefore, beyond the sphere of female capability. Darwin (1871) 
actively seeks to align the supernatural with the feminine through a process of 
evolutionary disenfranchisement. Using his dog, (which Darwin identifies as incapable 
of abstraction) as a metaphor for the feminine mind, Darwin defines superstition as a 
symptomatic characteristic of the mentally superficial;
My dog, a full-grown and very sensible animal, was lying on the lawn during a 
hot and still day, but at a little distance a slight breeze occasionally moved an 
open parasol, which would have been wholly disregarded by the dog, had one 
stood near it. As it was every time that the parasol slightly moved, the dog 
growled fiercely and barked.
Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 67.
However, this analogy becomes at once problematic given the existing cultural status 
of theological constructs in developing Victorian scientific culture. For Darwin, Ellis 
and their contemporaries, the reinterpretation of Platoism, (and similarly influential 
ancient philosophies) provides an important means of adding cultural gravity to 
scientific theories largely based upon cultural observations. Therefore, it became 
necessary for Darwin to incorporate primitive, culturally-discriminatoiy ideals to the 
explanation of the modem world. To this end, Darwin attempts to establish a hierarchy 
of religious devotion above ‘superstition’ and spiritual belief;
The feeling of religious devotion is a highly complex one, consisting of love, 
complete submission to an exalted and mysterious superior, a strong sense o f
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dependence, fear, reverence, gratitude, hope for the future, and perhaps other 
elements. No being could experience so complex an emotion until advanced in 
his intellectual and moral facilities to at least a moderately high level.
Darwin, ed.1981, pg 68.
Darwin’s hierarchy between different ‘states of belief also operates within his 
established framework of evolutionary status. In the instance of ‘lower order belief, 
Darwin likens religious devotion (to an omnipotent ‘God’ figure) to that of a dog to its 
master; ‘We see some distant approach to this state of mind, in the deep love a dog has 
for his master... a dog looks on his master as a god’ (Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 68). For 
Darwin, the newly created hierarchy of science has assumed the status of religion in its 
ability to rationalise phenomena in the natural world. The absence of scientific thought 
and the cultural vocabulary of rational explanation, therefore, provides a means to 
identify the primitive races; 'the tendency in savages is to imagine that natural objects 
and agencies are animated by spiritual or living essences' (Darwin, ed. 1981, pg 67).
In the hierarchical equation of man to God and dog to man, it can only be assumed that 
woman (as a ‘lesser evolved’ being) remains isolated from a higher level belief, and is, 
therefore, unable to relate to God beyond the symbolic institutional depiction 
presented to her by man. For woman in this context, God represents the ‘man-made’, 
as epitomised by formal institutions, or more specifically as Hampson (1990) suggests, 
‘mankind’; ‘There are direct parallels between how on the one hand God and men are 
seen and on the other hand humanity and women’ (Hampson, 1990, pg 97). Hampson 
furthers this analogy by exposing the hierarchies inherent within the formalised 
structure of the Church; between God to priest, priest to man, and man to woman. In 
this meritocratic structure, it becomes necessary for woman to submit to a philosophy 
of servitude, in order to negotiate a formalised relationship with God: ‘she must be 
receptive, obedient, humble and serve others’ (Hampson, 1990, pg 99).
Darwin's perception of religious belief as a manifestation of a higher intellectual 
development was also recapitulated within the writings of Freud. Whilst Freud 
identifies 'belief as a projection of the unconscious mind, surprisingly he does not 
reject the concept or existence of an omnipotent God. With reference to the 
phenomenon of unexplained or miracle cures, Freud discussed the role of the
189
subconscious and the power of religious suggestion upon the recovery of the subject, 
but concedes, however, that there are many instances which defy such explanation;
It would be convenient, but quite wrong, simply to refuse all credence to these 
miraculous cures and to seek to explain the accounts of them as a combination 
of pious fraud and inaccurate observation... They do really occur and have 
occurred at every period of history.
Freud, Strachey, 1964, pg 209.
Freud, however, seeks to reiterate Darwin’s hierarchy of belief by identifying a 
predisposition to suggestibility as a feature of lesser intellects, most notably women29. 
Freud suggests that the collective consciousness of a religious institution or 
environment can convince the subject that they have witnessed a religious or spiritual 
experience. In this context, the personal circumstances and personalities surrounding 
Smyth’s temporary state of renunciation can be directly aligned with a feminine 
‘mind-set’;
The power of religious faith is reinforced in these cases by a number of 
eminently human motive forces. The individual's pious belief is intensified by 
the enthusiasm of the crowd of people... All mental impulses of an individual 
can be enormously magnified by group influence such as this.
Freud, ed. Strachey, 1964, pg 67.
However, the correlation between a state of heightened intellectual development (as 
suggested by the complexity of Darwin’s religion devotion), and the submission of the 
human will to the forces of an abstract concept, at once proves problematic. For Smyth 
(post-renunciation), the submission to dominant ‘status quo\ ideologies presented by 
orthodox belief was symptomatic of enfeebled intellectual and rational powers: ‘As I 
am always telling Maurice [Baring] Catholics are such a feeble lot especially if they 
are converts’ (Smyth, St John, 1959, pg xvi).
The Scientification of the Spirit: Women and Spiritualism
Denied access to spirituality as expressed within the hierarchical patriarchal structure 
of the Church, and similarly excluded from spiritual understanding within the realm of
29 For a discussion of woman’s greater susceptibility to hypnotic suggestion see 
Chapter 5: Accursed Eves’.
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art (as a result of an inability to understand the complexity of theological constructs), 
woman occupied an ambiguous stance in relation to Victorian concepts of the spiritual. 
Within the socio-scientific environment of late nineteenth-century cultural ideologies, 
the tendency to provide a physical explanation for metaphysical matters would reach a 
pinnacle in the study and scientification of the spiritualist movement.
For Ellis (1923, ed. Collis, 1936), science and religion share a commonality of purpose 
and approach; ‘[the] control of Nature through oneness with Nature, is not only at the 
heart of religion; it is also at the heart of science' (Ellis, Collis, 1936, pg 154). For 
women, therefore, spiritualism which unified the scientific desire for quantifiable 
evidence of the spirit world through the physical body as a medium for 
communication, directly emerged as a product of Victorian socio-scientific culture.
In a theological context, the ‘medium’ formed the link between the physical and the 
spiritual realm. Manifestations from the spirit world were closely linked to female 
sexuality and the procreative force. Myres, a theological scientist who completed two 
volumes of an extensive study entitled The Survival of Human Personality after Bodily 
Death (1903), observed the effect o f ‘mediumistic’ activities upon the body’s physical 
functions. During spiritual activity Myres notes; ‘changes in the vaso-motor, the 
circulation, the respiratory system’ (Myres, 1903, pg 103). Peter Underwood (1972), 
in his study of sex in relation to psychic activity, draws upon evidence obtained from 
the London Ghost Club (an establishment formed during the late nineteenth century), 
to provide evidence of the erotic nature of women’s spiritual experience;
Many investigations have repeatedly reported, at the exact moment of 
materialisation of the production of psychic manifestation, and especially in 
cases where some opposing force was present, that the medium had been 
subjected to distinct jerk or spasm, suggestive of the spasm of jerking 
accompanying the climax of the sex act.
Underwood, 1972, pg 127.
Significantly, the location of the body as the physical medium for communion with the 
spirit world holds close parallels with the writing of Bloch and his contemporaries who 
refer to the body as the ‘vessel’ of creativity. H Ernest Hunt (lecturer in Psychology at 
the Training School for Music Teachers, London), writing in Spirit and Music (1922), 
defines the body as the receptor of inaudible vibrations which manifest themselves in
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the creator's subconscious;
These waves of thought and inspiration are continually lapping the margin of 
our subconscious selves, both by day and by night, leaving the dream-traces of 
their impress as the ripple leaves its marks upon the sand
Hunt, 1922, pg 48.
In this context, the possibility of music as a form of spiritual vibration, communicated 
through the physical, (as opposed to intellectual) body, locates both female 
composition and spirituality within the biological realm. The Victorian cult of 
femininity, which classified woman as perpetually 'closer to death' (by virtue of her 
physical and emotional frailty), naturally placed woman in the context of the spirit 
realm.
Whilst Smyth, within the philosophical content of The Prison, was to engage directly 
with notions of life and death as transient states within ‘the universally divine’, the 
Mass in D was also to provide a means for Smyth to explore ‘that strange commerce 
with the dead that plays so great a part in the lives of some people’ (Smyth, 1919 Vol 
2, pg 261). Smyth’s comments relate specifically to the sudden and unexpected death 
of Li si in Januaiy 1892, an event which was to have a significant impact upon the 
composition of the work;
And now I realised that, apart from my work, what I had chiefly been living for 
all these years was to see my lost friend again. There is a sensation of bleeding 
to death inwardly that has ever since been associated in my mind.
Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 260.
Arguably, Lisl’s sudden death was to impel Smyth’s compositional process beyond an 
impassioned plea for forgiveness, and towards a desired reconciliation ‘ [beyond] the 
faint line that divides the living from the dead’ (Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 264). In 
Impressions That Remained (Vol 1 1919), Smyth discusses her experiences with death, 
most notably the death of her brother Johnny (1875)30; ‘the great sorrow of my 
mother’s life’ (Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 108). Whilst Smyth was to remain personally 
ambivalent towards his illness and subsequent death (‘as he had always been inclined
30 Johnny suffered a slow painful death as the result of an injury sustained from a 
riding accident; ‘he took to a wheeled chair and died two and a half years after his 
accident’ (Smyth, Crichton, 1989, pg 38).
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to snub me I had no particular devotion for him myself - Smyth, Crichton, 1989, pg 
39-9), the grief of her mother was to have a significant impact upon Smyth’s 
perception of death (‘tears streaming down her face yet trying to smile - a picture of 
grief that has remained’ - Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 108). Wood (1993) identifies the 
conclusion of the Credo Œst Vitam Venturi Saeculi’ (‘I look at the resurrection of the 
dead and the life of the world to come’), as the embodiment of Smyth’s compositional 
‘message’, a desire for forgiveness and reconciliation with Lisl in the context of the 
afterlife; ‘I was to go to my grave without solace’ (Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 261).
Smyth's discussion of Pauline Trevelyan's spiritual qualities provides an interesting 
example of the cultural correlation between female invalidity and the purification of 
the soul: 'It was strange to realise that this most serene and contented of beings had 
been acquainted with physical pain from youth upwards, indeed was seldom free from 
it; here then was one key to her saintliness' (Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 153). Similarly,
i
this relationship between bodily suffering and spirituality is further extended to 
encompass Pauline's physical and emotional fragility; 'her extreme gentleness and 
delicate beauty had something to do with it, but these were only the garments of her 
soul' (Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 153). Smyth makes frequent reference to the 
'unearthly element about Pauline' (Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 217), an opinion that was 
given further credence by Pauline's mother Lady Trevelyan who remarked to Smyth; 
'if I were to go into Pauline's room... and find she had suddenly vanished, melted into 
air leaving no trace, it would hardly surprise me' (Smyth, 1919 Vol 2, pg 217).
Traditional romanticised perceptions of spiritual women also fall within cultural 
ideologies of fragility. The theological insistence upon the immaculate conception 
firmly seeks to establish Mary's virginal status, which in a Victorian understanding of 
femininity seeks to neutralise her sexuality in order to promote woman's infantile 
status. Culturally, Mary has become the vessel - but not the pro-creative force - of 
divinity. This concept is highly significant in relation to the perceived role of the 
medium during the spiritual experience. Dr Nandor, a psychical researcher and 
practising psychologist during the 1920s, likens the spasms experienced by mediums 
to a literal process of birth; 'a transfiguration medium, Mrs E.F. Bullock, had the 
sensation of a hand massaging her womb during the transfiguration process' (Nandor,
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Underwood, 1972, pg 128). Smyth similarly discusses the creative process in 
biological terms; ’the risk and agony of childbirth’ (Smyth, 1933, pg 74). Both woman's 
spirituality and creativity, therefore, become an expression of the body in which the 
procreative force can be understood within the context of a 'venial sin’.
Hampson (1990), from the same ideological position as Smyth’s feminist debate 
surrounding the reinterpretation of Eve31, seeks to reclaim Mary as a feminist icon:
In the scriptures there is put into her mouth a powerful Magnificat, which 
speaks of overturning an unjust order and the creation of social justice... a 
Protestant, speaks of Mary as 'this non-willing, non-achieving, non-creative, 
non-sovereign, merely ready, merely receptive human being'
Hampson, 1990, pg 100.
Hampson (1990) discusses the location of woman as both a cultural and ideological 
icon in biblical representations within orthodox liturgical texts. Hampson argues 
specifically that not only woman's absence from hierarchical theological structures 
(most notably the holy trinity; father, son and holy ghost) but her presence as a 
subordinated force and instrument of temptation, requires woman to undergo a process 
of identification against herself in order to establish spiritual belief.
It is not simply that women have been singularly absent from western religious 
texts and symbols: they have also been present... Women then have a double 
task. Not only do they want women to be present in the religion and the female 
to be represented in its symbolism, but they need a false understanding of 
'woman' and the 'feminine' to be overcome.
Hampson, 1990, pg 96.
This process of reclaiming historical women as early twentieth-century cultural models 
of femininity became a means by which ‘modem’ Edwardian women could identify 
themselves within a historical and spiritualised context. The adoption of Joan of Arc as 
a cultural icon by the Suffragette movement (see Figure 2) is perhaps the most notable 
example from this period.
The Suffragettes identified closely with Joan of Arc’s fight against the patriarchy of the 
church and the concept of divine justice. This empathy was expressed in the strongest
31 Female Pipings in Eden (1928).
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of terms in an issue of The Suffragette’ (May 9th. 1913);
Joan of Arc is the militant women's ideal. They feel the closest kinship with her 
and in every word and in every act of hers they recognise the same spirit as that 
which strengthens them to risk their liberty and endure torture for the sake o f 
freedom.
Atkinson, 1997, pg 112.
Whilst Smyth personally disapproved of the suffragette movement’s public adoption 
of Joan of Arc as a cultural icon32, her composition o f the suffragette anthem the
MATERIAL REDACTED AT REQUEST OF UNIVERSITY
Suffragette March. (Atkinson, 1996, p 112.)
March o f The Women (1911) was to identify the role of religious institutions in the 
continued emancipation of women. The text was provided post-composition ('not an 
easy undertaking' - Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 297) by fellow suffragette and 
journalist. Cicely Hamilton. Smyth composed the work in the context o f a 
recognisably sacred 'hymn' genre, using un-challenging diatonic harmonies closely 
related to a simplistic ternary structure within each verse; F major to D minor to Bb 
major with a final return to F major (see Appendix 4). However, a dialogue is
"  Collis, 1984, pg 104.
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effectively established between the conventionality of the musical setting and a text 
which directly attacks the patriarchal institution of the church; Long, long - we in the 
past cowered in dread from the light of heaven' (verse 2). Hamilton seeks to advocate a 
distinctly female spiritual experience, independent of formalised religious structures; 
'thunder of freedom, the voice of the lord' (verse 1). In this context, the expression of 
the suffragettes’ 'same spirit' and identification with Joan of Arc extends beyond a 
common militant ideology and towards a literal dialogue between the suffragettes and 
God. Joan of Arc received her orders through a series of aural visions; 'the voices came 
mainly when she was awake, but also sometimes roused her from sleep' (Myres, 1903, 
pg 101). Similarly, Hamilton asks of the suffragettes that they; 'Hear the voice, oh hear 
and obey!' (verse 2).
Composing Biography: Smvth and the Mass in D
Kathleen Dale (whilst acknowledging Smyth's debt to the compositional model of 
Beethoven's Missa Solemnis) identifies the circumstances of the Mass in D's 
composition as the key feature of the work’s originality: 'it is profoundly individual in 
conception and carries conviction by the passionate sincerity of its inspiration' (Dale, 
St John, 1959, pg 296). Dale's comment, however, is unique in that it provides a 
female interpretation of the work. Rather than focus upon the classification of the work 
as 'art', within the context of its formalised musical genre, Dale clearly derives 
meaning from biographical detail which provides a subtext, concealed within Smyth's 
setting of the liturgical text. In this context the work articulates a female understanding 
of spirituality which Smyth expresses as a highly personal (as opposed to theological) 
experience. Comments such as Tovey's - that Smyth's setting of the text is 'hyperbole'33 
- emphasises the traditional perception of the spiritual within art as a theological 
concept. The actuality of Smyth's inspiration, with its feminised association of 
domestic (as opposed to theological) concerns, is, therefore, identified as both 
'inappropriate' and 'other' to a spiritual experience within masculine arts and religious 
orthodoxy. Equally, in a biographical context, the work functions as a means to 
express personal desires as opposed to the fulfilment of the genre’s devotional aims.
33 The Musical Times, July 1944, 212.
196
Smyth's memoirs firmly established her compositions within the context of 
biographical detail, and as such clearly promote a biographical reception/reading of the 
works. The events surrounding the composition of the Mass in D, therefore, provide a 
clear subtext which has a strong bearing upon the interpretation and significance of the 
work; 'into that work I tried to put all there was in my heart' (Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 
238). A biographical reading of the work is similarly implied by Brewster, who was to 
comment: 'You happy, clever one to have made yourself intelligible' (Brewster, 
Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 285).
In the second volume of her autobiography. Impressions That Remained (1919), Smyth 
subtitled the years immediately preceding the composition (1889-92) as; 'In 
the Desert134. The Christian overtones inherent with this statement portray our heroic 
protagonist Smyth in a state of isolation, undergoing a moral struggle against 
temptation. In actual fact, these years represent a series of personal struggles, most 
significantly the termination of her relationship with Lisl Herzogenberg, which carried 
with it an inevitable ostracism from Leipzig society and the musical scene that had 
dominated Smyth’s formative compositional years35. The composition of the Mass in 
D, an ‘impassioned prayer’ for forgiveness; ‘Oh what a mass T will write some day. 
Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi. What words! What words!’ (Smyth, St John, 
1959, pg 57-8), extended beyond the desire for Godly forgiveness and the eradication 
of sins, to encompass a personal apology to Lisl; ‘there is still a debt to be paid’ 
(Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 264). In this context, the choice of the medium of the Latin 
mass functions as a clear signifier of acquiescence in the context of Lisl’s German 
Catholic religious ideology. In a letter written to Smyth during ‘the tender springtime’ 
of their friendship36, Lisl clearly contexualised their relationship within a framework of 
religious conformity; ‘Darling, have faith in my faith... Don’t distrust me when a word 
seems sometimes to contradict me! Credo, credo in le! [I believe in one God]’(Smyth, 
St. John, 1959, pg 132).
34 In The Desert’ - Smyth's subtitle for 1889-92 in Impressions That Remained 
Volume 2'.
35Lisl was responsible for introducing Smyth to Brahms and Levi amongst others - see
36 Smyth 1933, ‘Recollections Of Brahms’.
(Smyth, Crichton, 1919, pg 132.)
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In the attempt to prompt a reconciliation with her former lover, Smyth imposed a futile 
period of exile between herself and Lisl's brother-in-law, Harry Brewster37, who was to 
represent the trial of temptation in the context of Smyth's self created Christ-like 
mythologised identity. However, the most significant of the trials facing Smyth at this 
time, was a period of compositional drought. This loss of her creative voice was to 
necessitate a period of harsh self-analysis in which Smyth subjected her lifestyle and 
creative identity to the interrogation of her Anglican 'High Church' upbringing - and, 
by implication, the moralistic values of her father. In a letter to Nelly Benson, dated 
21 st December 1889, Smyth outlines the futility of her current situation, indicating that 
salvation, and more importantly the resurrection of her compositional voice lies within 
a renunciation of her past life, and embracement of religious orthodoxy;
Finally, to sum up my situation: (1) My life seems smashed up, for I don't think 
I can stand Germany without Lisl. (2) You know why England is out of the 
question. (3)1 know that music in me isn't dead, only cowed into silence. (4) I 
at last believe - with relapses, but still believe - that a way many be found for 
me.
Smyth, 1919, pg 223.
Smyth's choice of Nelly Benson as confidante is also significant in this context. As 
wife of the Archbishop of Canterbury and mother of Fred Benson (author of Dodo'), 
she epitomised the pinnacle of elite Christian society. Collis (1984) identifies Nelly 
Benson as fulfilling the role of replacement 'surrogate mother' in the prolonged 
absence of Lisl38. The implied parent-child relationship had formed a significant 
component of the homoerotic dimension of Smyth’s relationship with Lisl, the latter 
frequently signing her letters ‘Your Mother’ (Smyth, 1919, pg 248). In this context 
Nelly Benson similarly functioned as a focus for Smyth’s desire; ‘the Mainstay of my 
life had been Mrs Benson’ (Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 144). However, paradoxically 
Nelly Benson's role of confessor and her position of moral authority was dissipated by 
Smyth's own growing orthodox beliefs. Whilst Smyth reverted to 'the old form of what 
was then called High Church - now better styled Anglo-Catholicism' (Smyth, 1936, pg 
16), Nelly represented the growing tide of Evangelism that for Smyth was synonymous 
with 'a special horror of Low Church views and ways' (Smyth, 1936, 16). Smyth's
37Smyth had been instrumental in the breakup of the Brewsters’ marriage.
38 Collis, 1984, pg 40.
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theological snobbery arguably arose from the absence of art as a form of spiritual 
expression within constructions of Evangelical worship. For Smyth, her points of 
contact with orthodox religion lay specifically within the ceremonial, and traditional 
aesthetical values of the high church. In this context, Smyth's religious experience 
conforms to traditional models of femininity as epitomised by Shaw's classification of 
woman's decorative instinct. In contrast, Nelly Benson's lack of artistic appreciation 
represented a significant deviation from the religious ideology capable of 
acknowledging the personal relationship between the artist and divinity, which Smyth 
sought to construct; 'she [Nelly] seemed to me to have less idea of what goes on in an 
artist's soul than might reasonably be looked for in a person of quite ordinary 
intelligence' (Smyth, 1936, pg 16).
The divergence of their respective faiths was to prompt a further crisis in January 1890. 
The Serenade in D (1889), was accepted for performance in August Mann’s 
forthcoming April concert series at London's Crystal Palace, which prompted a return 
of Smyth's compositional powers. 'Suddenly to my delight, I found that the power of 
work had come back. For one thing at last I was at peace' (Smyth, 1919, pg 228). The 
correlation between a renunciation of orthodox religious beliefs and the return of 
creative powers presented Smyth with a means to validate her new found religious 
convictions. However, the presence of Brewster at the April concert and Smyth's 
subsequent agreement to reopen the channels of communication between them39, would 
provide a source of contention between the composer and her confessor:
And with her distress was mingled, I fancy, a sense of having been defrauded; 
as some great physician might feel who without hesitation or fee had given 
months of his valuable time to a dying man, had dragged him out of the haws of 
death, had assumed that the austere diet prescribed would be rigidly adhered to, 
and now finds his patient embarked on a course of lobsters, roast beef and 
champagne... as Mrs Benson saw things, nothing less than my eternal salvation 
was at stake.
Smyth, 1936, pg 18.
In the context of Nelly Benson's moralistic evangelism, Smyth's capacity to reconcile 
'the circumstances of an artist's life' with orthodox belief would prove deeply
39 Smyth, 1936, pg 17.
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problematic: ‘When I first knew the Bensons’ - the time at which I was closest to them 
- the artist was in abeyance’ (Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 146). However, Smyth's 
understanding of art as a spiritual expression in the context of High Church belief was 
effectively sculpted and based upon the model presented by Pauline Treveylan, to 
whom the Mass in D is dedicated. Smyth had become superficially acquainted with the 
Treveylan family at a number of London concert events, but in the Autumn of 1889 she 
encountered them again in Munich and embarked on a passionate friendship with 
Pauline: 'through it all Pauline burned like a steady light beside me, warm and quiet, 
helpful and practical' (Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 227). Pauline, a devoted Catholic and 
accomplished musician struck Smyth as beautiful, mysterious and otherworldly: 'The 
quality of her spirit sometimes put her beyond one's reach; I did not always understand 
her, but was invariably and perfectly understood' (Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 227). 
Significantly, Smyth was to attend a Munich performance of the Missa Solemnis with 
Lady Treveylan and two of Pauline’s sisters. It was in their company that Smyth was to 
encounter Beethoven's work from a new spiritual perspective;
we revelled in music together, especially in a wonderful performance of
Beethoven's Missa Solemnis’. Probably because of my then state of mind it
seemed to me I had never heard it before.
Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 152-3.
From her own account, Smyth clearly reacted emotively to the dramatic elements 
within Beethoven's Missa Solemnis', 'the terror of a certain veiled, rushing passage for 
violas and cellos at the thought of sin, death and judgement... the wild triumph of the 
trumpet call flaming out' (Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 153).
According to Smyth's account in Impressions That Remained (Vol 2, 1919), during the 
Christmas of 1889 the Trevylans left for Cannes. Smyth remained alone in Munich, in 
poor health and seeking suitable lodgings: 'Once more facing the same sleet and slush, 
the same insulting refusals to take in single ladies' (Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 220). At this 
time, via Pauline, Smyth encountered Thomas à Kempis's ‘The Imitation of Christ’ 
(1418).
Imitating à Kempis. Imitating Christ - a Female Rereading.
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Of the period immediately following her encounter with the Imitation’, Smyth (writing 
in 1919) confirmed:
[that] at no period of my life have I had the feeling of being saner, wiser, nearer 
truth. Never had this phase, as compared to others that were to succeed it, 
seemed overwrought, unnatural, or hysterical; it was simply a religious 
experience that in my case could not be an abiding one.
Smyth, 1919 Vol2, pg 239.
Smyth's statement reveals the multiplicity of readings and subsequent conflicts which 
arise from à Kempis's message. Written during the fifteenth century and accredited to 
an Augustine Monk40, the text was to have a significant relevance within the re- 
appropriation of nineteenth-century spiritual belief. Novelist George Eliot, in her 1860 
novel The Mill on the Floss, makes specific reference to The Imitation of Christ’, as 
the instigator of Maggie Tulliver's religious conversion47. Eliot introduces The 
Imitation’ within the context of a philosophical debate42, providing direct quotations 
from the à Kempis text. The work functions as a commentary upon contemporary 
religious belief beyond the confines of her fictional world. This breaking of the 
narrative in order to present the author’s personal ideological values heightens the 
significance of Eliot’s theological discussion, and as such, becomes indicative of the 
status of contemporaneous dialogues between religion, spirituality and art within 
Victorian society.
Eliot’s use of the à Kempis text, in the context of both her theological discussion and as 
a subjugating force upon the fictional character of Maggie Tulliver, provides an 
interesting parallel to Smyth’s own encounter with the work. Maggie’s religious 
experience is similarly described as a ‘renunciation’, in which the primacy of self 
becomes sacrificed to a state of servitude, through which enlightenment may be
40Ambiguity surrounds precise authorship, but authorship was assigned to the scholar 
Thomas à Kempis, upon its anonymous publication in 1418 (Blaikloek, 1979, pg 9).
41 See ‘Introduction: Methodology’, for a discussion of Eliot’s appropriation and socio- 
scientific culture within her novels.
42Eliot discusses the Dodson and the Tulliver families in the context of contemporary 
lower middle-class protestant culture in a chapter entitled ‘A Variation of 
Protestantism unknown to Bossuet’; ‘Their theory of life had its core of soundness, as 
all theories must have on which decent and prosperous families have been reared and 
have flourished: but it had the very slightest tincture of theology’ (Elliot, ed. OUP 
1968, Book 4, Ch 1, pg 287).
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reached; ‘Forsake thyself, resign thyself, and thou shalt enjoy much inward peace’ (à 
Kempis, Eliot, ed. 1963, Book 4, Ch3, pg 308). For both Maggie and Smyth, forsaking 
self was synonymous with the suppression of physical desire. Smyth’s renunciation was 
expressed as a self-imposed exile from Henry Brewster (‘five years after our parting, 
there had been no communication between Harry and me’ - Smyth, 1936, pg 14) and, as 
such, closely parallelled Maggie’s decision to distance herself from Philip Wakeman (‘I 
shall never forget you - though we must keep apart’ - Eliot, ed. 1963, Book 5, C h i, pg 
325). Notably, denial had formed a significant psycho-sexual component of Smyth's 
relationship with Lisl. In a letter addressed to Smyth and dated May 27th 1878, Lisl 
asks; My darling... are you growing daily pale and paler from obligatory Askese? [self- 
denial]' (Smyth, 1919 vol 1, pg 245). Ellis discusses the role of self-denial in the 
creation of an illusional religious belief; ‘Asceticism has, indeed, nothing to do with 
normal religion’ (Ellis, ed. Collis, 1936, pg 175). In this context, the act of self-denial 
becomes a perversion as opposed to an imitation of à Kempis’s cultural model.
Eliot effectively passes judgement upon the denial of self through the actions and 
fictional narrative of Maggie Tulliver: ‘She had not perceived... the innermost truths of 
the monk’s outpourings, that renunciation remains sorrow, though sorrow borne 
willingly’ (Eliot, Ed 1963, Book4, Chi, pg 309). Brewster similarly recognised Smyth's 
renunciation with orthodox belief under the influence of à Kempis as fundamentally 
inappropriate, and as such his comments conform to traditional perceptions of 
womanhood in relation to spiritual belief. Smyth, in As Time Went On (1936), discusses 
Brewster's reaction to her proclamations of faith; 'His perpetual pourings of cold water 
on my religious fervour (which he maintained was the result of dysentery and influenza 
combined)' (Smyth, 1936, pg 41).
Ellis attempts to reconcile the phenomenon of renunciation within a psychoanalytical 
framework, which he classifies as the ‘mystery of religion recall' (Ellis, 1923, Collis, 
1936, pg 158). For Ellis, this process involves identification with an 'imaginary religion' 
built upon the endowment of mundane occurrences with spiritual significance. Ellis 
presents the phenomenon within the context of a female mind-set, by drawing parallels 
with 'old maid's' insanity:
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just as in this aberration the woman who has all her life put love into the 
subconscious background of her mind is overcome by an eruption of the 
suppressed emotions and driven to create baseless legends of which she is 
herself the heroine, so the scientific man who has put re lig ion  into the 
subconscious and scarcely known that there is such a thing may become in the 
end the victim of an imaginary religion
Ellis, 1923, Collis 1936, pg 158-9.
Whilst Brewster specifically accredited Smyth’s temporary state of renunciation with 
physical illness, it is interesting to note that Smyth in later years was similarly to adopt 
Brewster’s ‘illness’ metaphor. Her biographer Christopher St. John (1959) recounts her 
first meeting with Smyth in 1911, which was marked by an exhibition of Smyth’s 
antipathy towards the church, and mention of the Mass in D as the purger of a 
biological ill; 'She hurled herself at full length on the sofa facing St John the Baptist, 
and began a violent attack on Catholics; "I was near becoming one myself once. Then I 
wrote a mass and 1 think that sweated it out of me'" (St. John, 1959, pg xvi).
However, Brewster's perception of Smyth's religious belief as artificial or fever-induced 
also emphasises the flexibility of à Kempis's teachings to adapt to the specific 
requirements of the devotee. The Imitation’ provides for Maggie the possibility of a 
personalised relationship with Divinity, in the absence of orthodox religious institutions 
within her domestic environment;
Maggie, with her girl’s face and unnoted sorrows, found an effort and a hope 
that helped her through years of loneliness, making out a faith for herself 
without the aid of established authorities and appointed guides - for they were 
not at hand.
Eliot, Ed OUP, 1963, Book 4, Ch3, pg 311.
Significantly, Smyth created her own mythology surrounding her encounter with the 
book, imbuing the circumstances in which it emerged with spiritual significance: 'like a 
message from him whom the book is about' (Smyth, 1919 vol 2, pg 221). Pauline had 
left a copy of her Imitation’ behind at her hotel and asked Smyth to collect it for her: 
'She said she had another, but prized this one because her mother had given it to her' 
(Smyth, 1919, vol 2, pg 221). Upon finding the book concealed beneath a sofa cushion, 
Smyth returned to her lodging only to find the book mislaid: 'I was in despair. I had 
though perhaps in her heart she had wanted me to keep it hoping I might read it'
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(Smyth, pg 221). Fortunately, after placing a local advertisement, the book was found 
and promptly reunited with Smyth; ‘That night in bed I read a few sentences in the 
'Imitation' as one might finger a shilling or two of a fortune which may or not, turn out 
to be meant for you’(Smyth, pg 224).
By her own admission, Smyth spent the following day (Christmas Eve) engrossed in the 
Imitation’, during which time she underwent a process of harsh inner reflection under 
the influence of the piety and humility advocated by à Kempis: No matter what 
excellent intentions, had turned to dust and ashes... no wonder that even Lisl was lost to 
me and that I had gone into the desert in vain' (Smyth, pg 225). On Christmas morning, 
she attended the morning service at the English Church and made the necessary 
preparations to return immediately to England and her father's house: 'I stayed there in a 
dark comer, weeping, weeping... went home full of great peace, though so ill' (Smyth, 
pg 225). The journey home was similarly traumatic. Weakened by influenza, the book 
(as 'object' representative of both Pauline and her new-found religious belief) became a 
talisman or amulet of protection: 'throughout that journey I was too ill to read, but held 
the little red book in my hand all the way... but for that amulet I could never have 
reached home' (Smyth, pg 226).
In a similar context, à Kempis provides a source of consolation and justification for the 
Tullivers’ reduced circumstances and the resulting narrowing of educational and social 
opportunities, Eliot clearly demonstrates how the text can be manipulated by the reader 
to construct a self-image of conceit falsely modelled upon à Kempis’s martyrdom; ‘and 
so it came to pass that she often lost the spirit of humility by being excessive in the 
outward act’ (Book 4, Ch 3, pg 311). It is clear from Smyth’s writings that her years 
spent in ‘the desert’ were directly related to the pursuit of earthly (as opposed to 
heavenly) aims T was sustained by the hope... [that] Lisl might some day be able to see 
me again’ (Smyth, 1936, pg 12). The presentation of Maggie’s belief, and its treatment. 
as a case study within an elaborate spiritual dialogue, reveals Eliot’s scepticism of such 
religious renunciations. Maggie’s personal and social development becomes impeded 
by false notions of Christian duty, as epitomised by the model of martyrdom offered by 
à Kempis’s example; ‘the path of martyrdom and endurance... Just allowance, and self­
blame, where there are no leafy honours to be gathered and won’ (Book 4, Ch3, pg
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311). From a feminist perspective, female Christian duty had become synonymous with 
issues of domestication, which effectively sought to preserve established traditional 
cultural models of subordinate female behaviour. For both Smyth and the fictional 
character of Maggie, duty was to represent a return to the family home, and adherence 
to parental approval and jurisdiction. In the instance of Maggie, she was transformed 
from a ‘contrary’ child into becoming ‘so submissive, so backward to assert her own 
will’ (Book 4, Ch 3, 312). Louise Collis (1984) describes the behaviour of Smyth upon 
her return to the family home in similar terms:
General and Mrs Smyth were astonished, not so much by their daughter’s 
unexpected religious turn as by the extraordinary effect it had on her conduct. 
She was reasonable, patient, forgiving far beyond anything they had previously 
experienced.
Collis, 1984, pg49.
From Eliot's perspective, the most alarming manifestation of à Kempis’s influence is the 
censorship of life and ideas. This is portrayed in a very literal sense, when Maggie (in 
the process of rejecting her former life) destroys the books given by her brother, 
regarding them as an inappropriate vanity:
The old books, Virgil, Euclid, and Aldrich - that wrinkled fruit of the tree of 
knowledge - had been all laid by... In her first ardour she flung away the books 
with a sort of triumph... if they had been her own, she would have burned 
them, believing that she would never repent.
Eliot, ed. OUP, 1963, Book 4 Ch3, pg. 312.
Smyth was similarly affected by à Kempis's writings. At the height of her renunciation, 
she began to restrict her reading to works that would meet the ideological approval of 
the prophet. Shakespeare was particularly contentious in this respect: 'I went on
reading the Plays, but not the Sonnets and other poems that too obviously base on what 
the author of the 'Imitation' would have called the carnal affections' (Smyth, 1919, Vol 
l,pg  229).
The Spirit and the Sensual: à Kempis and Godly Love
Whilst George Eliot’s critique of The Imitation of Christ clearly highlights the 
scepticism surrounding the theological validity of à Kempis’s writings, it is important
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to note that the text occupied an ambiguous position in its duality as a theological 
doctrine and work of the literary arts. À Kempis as both a scholar/philosopher and artist 
provided an accessible model and a possible means for Smyth to locate herself as 
‘artist’ within a spiritual context.
The ‘Imitation’ text advocates a highly personalised relationship to divinity, written 
from a first person perspective, the reader assumes the position of à Kempis within a 
complex but intimate dialogue with God: ‘For, indeed, by loving myself amiss, I lost 
myself, and by seeking you [God] alone...’ (à Kempis, Blaikloek, 1979, Book 3, Ch 8, 
pg 104). Similarly, there are many instances of God addressing the reader directly in a 
conversational first to second person style; T am the way that you must follow’ (Book 3 
Ch 55, pg 174). However, within an orthodox ideology, the deeply individual and 
independent nature of this relationship between the reader and deity proves 
problematic. À Kempis advocates a personal (as opposed to institutional/communal) 
relationship to God; 'involvement in the affairs of the world is great hindrance' (Book 1, 
Ch 10, pg 32). Religious belief therefore, exists beyond the context and influence of the 
church as a cultural and social institution. Similarly, the highly personal relationship to 
the text proffers a degree of interpretational freedom and as such a multiplicity of 
readings. As a consequence, the writings of à Kempis have occupied a contentious 
position within orthodox religious understanding. This has led to questions arising 
regarding the validity of the text as a theological document.43
Historically, the text has proved similarly problematic from a feminist perspective. The 
relationship between the reader and God is expressed in masculine terms; God refers to 
‘His’ disciple as His ‘Son’44. Hampson (1990) reveals the fundamental incompatibility 
of feminist ideologies with the overriding presence of a 'male' God: 'When one speaks 
of the biblical God, one automatically says 'He': that God is profoundly male' 
(Hampson 1990, pg 96). In this context, Smyth’s possible identification with the role of 
disciple and or divinity becomes problematic.
43 The text was published anonymously in 1418. This fact also led to further 
speculation regarding the text’s validity.
44 Book 3, Ch 55, pg 174.
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However, unlike the hierarchical symbolism of the male within liturgical texts (‘Father, 
Son and Holy Ghost’), à Kempis ambiguously identifies the soul in the form of ‘Grace’ 
as a feminine aspect of man’s religious belief;
It is the mistress of truth, the teacher of discipline, the light of the heart, the 
solace of anxiety, the banisher of sorrow, the deliverer from fear, the nurse of 
devotion, and the prophet of tears.
à Kempis, Blaikloek 978, Book 3 Ch 55, pg 175.
This engenderment of a spiritualised state presents a significant departure from 
traditional constructs and representations of femininity within orthodox religious 
beliefs. Smyth’s compositional choice of gender within the vocal settings of The Prison 
clearly presents an alignment of the soul (Grace) with the feminine. In this context, the 
distribution of voices represents a feminine rereading of the Holy Trinity; God and the 
spiritual realm are represented by the unification of the male and female voice within 
the chorus; the son of man is depicted symbolically as the prisoner (baritone), and the 
Holy Spirit as the female soul (soprano). By establishing humanity and divinity as a 
multidimensional aspect of an androgynous spiritual force, Smyth similarly perpetuates 
the cultural mythology surrounding creativity as an expression of the masculine and 
feminine aspects of the creator’s mind.45 This relationship is further enforced by Smyth 
within The Prison’s narrative structure (see Appendix 3), in which the chorus sings of 
immortality and the life to come, whilst the soul provides immediate council and 
reassurance upon the prisoner’s imminent death. Many of the soul’s dialogues with the 
prisoner take the form of recitative passages, which not only increase dramatic effect, 
but are employed by Smyth to establish the soul as alien or ‘otherworldly’. At rehearsal 
74, the performance direction for the lengthy monotone recitative passage reads; 
‘without expression: ritually’. Smyth’s use of modal harmony, and the modulation from 
F major to the distantly-related Eb minor, again seeks to establish the voice of the soul 
in a specific context of the unearthly. Smyth similarly capitalises upon the cultural 
connotations of ‘modal’ harmony, to establish the eternal nature of the human spirit; 
‘Voices sing (in Greek mode) of the indestructibility of human passions’ (Contents 
1931 edition: see Appendix 3).
See Chapter 2: ‘Androgyny And The Artist’.
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Smyth similarly identifies the soul as feminine within her setting of the Mass in D text. 
Female voices dominate the Sanctus; ‘holy, holy, holy’, scored for solo soprano and
If #  -WÆLM. m
Musical example 13. Smyth. The Mass inD - Sanctus (opening)
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accompanied by a female chorus (see musical example 13 ).
The chorus is used to give added significance to specific portions of the text; for 
instance, bar 33, ‘Pleni’ (heaven). At bars 17-21, marked pianissimo, the female choir 
sings a capella, creating the effect of a heavenly choir of women’s voices. In contrast, 
Hosanna, where their contribution provides a rhythmical and dramatic emphasis (as 
opposed to a harmonic impetus). In this context, the male voices occupy a secondary, 
supportive role within Smyth’s expression of the spiritual.
While women’s voices are frequently used within a compositional context to denote 
childhood, innocence and purity, Smyth’s setting of the Sanctus provides the only 
significant departure from the compositional model offered by Beethoven’s Missa 
Solemnis. Beethoven’s Sanctus is fugal in design with little evidence of a vocal 
hierarchy in the weighting of the male and female voices, the Sanctus also remains 
stylistically consistent with the other mass movements. Smyth, however, seeks to 
establish an intimate setting of the Sanctus, with regard to both instrumentation and 
compositional scale which provides a considerable contrast to the grandiose and 
elaborate treatment of the other Mass’ movements.46 However, the intimacy and scale 
of the Sanctus was to prove problematic in terms of the work’s inner coherence and, 
similarly, in the context of large concert venues. Smyth encounter difficulties in this 
respect during rehearsals for the Albert Hall premiere of the work:
I realised various mistakes I had made - for instance, scoring the solo parts of 
the Sanctus for a quartet of soft brass. When the poor contralto, emerging from a 
welter of choral and orchestral billows, attacked one of her solo passages, I 
perceived that a brass curtain ring flung to an overboard passenger in mid- 
Atlantic would be about as adequate ‘support’ as my four lonesome 
instrumentalists, who in that vast empty hall sounded like husky mosquitos.
Smyth, Crichton, 1989, pg 194.
Smyth was subsequently to re-score the movement to meet the demands of the concert 
venue47 . However, her remarks clearly reveal that the Sanctus was composed
46 See Chapter 4: Imitating Beethoven’.
47 ‘No sooner was the rehearsal over than armed with music-paper, scissors, 
stickplast... I re-scored the Sanctus’ (Smyth, Crichton, 1989, pg 194).
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stylistically independently of the (otherwise strictly adhered to) Beethovian model. 
Smyth’s Sanctus demonstrates, therefore, a specific and personal compositional 
decision which sought to reflect a feminised perception of the holy through the use of 
female voices and a small-scale setting, indicative of female compositional genres and 
the intimacy of a domestic performance environment. Smyth’s choice of 
instrumentation (a brass quartet) also assumes an additional resonance in the light of 
Wood’s (1993) writings on Smyth’s use of biography within the compositional process. 
Wood imbues Smyth’s recurrent use of the horn with the signification of sexual desire. 
In this context, the extensive use of cor anglais and trombone within the Sanctus 
operates within a gendered vocabulary, which clearly contextualises the presence of 
Lisl within the heavenly after-life.48
In the context of à Kempis’s ideologies, Smyth’s reinterpretation of the ‘soul’ as 
feminine, challenges many of the primitive cultural mythologies surrounding woman’s 
subordinate status within traditional spiritual constructs. Biological definitions of 
gender correlated the soul with the intellect, and femininity with biological nature. 
However, à Kempis's féminisation of the spiritual state, 'Grace', holds clear parallels 
with the cultural féminisation of the 'soul' within the arts. Cultural values such as 
beauty, lyricism and the poetic depiction of the natural world have become synonymous 
with features of female beauty. Similarly, within the context of art, the female and 
feminine have traditionally remained outside the creative process but assumed the 
status of subject matter, and similarly functioned as man’s creative muse. In the context 
of the Mass in D, the influence of both Pauline Trevelyan and Lisl Herzogonberg upon 
the composition of the work clearly locates both women within the role of Smyth’s 
creative muse. Parallels between woman as an inspirational force and the power of à 
Kempis’s state of feminine grace as a stimulant to the artist, are clearly revealed within 
the ‘Imitation’ text;
O, how supremely necessary to me. Lord, is your grace to begin any good thing, 
to promote it and perfect it! ... O, true heavenly grace, without which our own 
merits are nothing, and none of nature’s gifts weigh anything. Arts, riches.
For a discussion of Elizabeth Wood’s writings on Smyth’s ‘Lesbian Fugue’, see 
Chapter 2: Imitating Brahms’.
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beauty, braveiy, wits or eloquence are worth nothing with you. Lord, without 
grace.
à Kempis, Blaikloek, 1978, Book 3 Ch 55, pg 174.
In this context, à Kempis seeks to establish a hierarchy of the spiritual state of grace 
above nature. Grace and the soul are used by à Kempis as indicative of higher 
moralistic and intellectual developments. Grace functions in a continuous state of 
opposition to nature, as epitomised by base instincts and the realm of human desire; 
‘Son carefully observe the movements of nature and of grace, because they move in 
quite different directions... Nature is cunning, and draws away many, ensnares them and 
deceives and always has itself for object’ (à Kempis, Blaikloek, 1979, Book 3, Ch 54, 
pg 171).
In this context, the state of Grace as a transient and biologically disenfranchised aspect 
of the human psyche, assumes a hierarchical position above both the body and nature 
and, by implication, the human intellect. For Smyth, this distinction becomes realised 
within the work of art, with nature and experience occupying a secondary position to art 
and understanding; ‘the closer to Nature the life of the uneducated, the less capable they 
are of appreciating an artistic presentment of themselves’ (Smyth, 1935, pg 89). Whilst 
à Kempis seeks to establish Grace as independent of both nature and cultural forces, 
Smyth’s comment seeks to employ the state of Grace in the formation of female 
creative identity, independent of cultural constructions of femininity. Writing of the 
creative process, Smyth closely aligns herself with the contemporaneous philosophical 
position of creation in relation to art; ‘the composer... exteriorises] a world that only 
exists within’ (Smyth, Crichton, 1986, pg 147). This is a position which closely adheres 
to the polarisation of nature and culture and Grace as an inner reflection of divinity; 
‘Nature looks on the outward appearance of a man, grace has regard to what is within’ 
(à Kempis, Blaikloek, 1979, Book 3, Ch 31, pg 138). Creation as a means to attain and 
express ‘Grace’, therefore, presents the theoretical means to divorce a female creative 
identity from the confines of the physical body. Creation is no longer an intrinsic 
expression of masculinity, but a state to be attained through worship.
Grace as a biologically autonomous state, similarly has a significant impact upon
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historical depictions of women and the spiritual within art, which traditionally identify 
nature and womanhood as a procreative or sexual force, and, therefore, as a source of 
moral corruptibility; 'for fallen through the first man, Adam, and corrupted through sin, 
the punishment of this stain fell upon all men, so that nature itself... drag[s] [us] 
towards evil and lower things' (Book 3, Ch 55, pg 173). The heroines of orthodox 
biblical mythology (Judith, Salome and Eve), when portrayed even in a sympathetic 
light are at once victims of their own unwitting sexuality. In this context, woman is 
firmly established within the earthly realm, which à Kempis defines as nature; 'nature is 
to get hold of some outward solace, in which the senses take delight' (Hook 3, Ch 54, 
pg 171). Grace offers a feminised state effectively divorced from the confines of the 
female body and issues of biological differentiation.
However, whilst socio-scientific parallels may be drawn between the triumph of the 
female intellect over biological inadequacy and the human will above nature and desire 
in the achievement of ‘Grace’, the latter perpetuates a culture of obedience and 
submission which ideologically reflects the traditional subordination of women within 
cultural constructions of femininity and gender specific behaviour; T want you to learn 
complete self abnegation in my will, without answering back or complaint’ (à Kempis, 
Blaikloek, 1979, Book 3, Ch 56, pg 175). Significantly, Smyth had encountered the 
feminine position in relation to a variety of orthodox religious institutions. During 
February 1891 she travelled to Algiers and witnessed a number of Muslim ceremonies 
designed to subjugate and control female sexuality:
The religious ceremony gone through yesterday amused me so 
intensely... The whole thing is a test of conjugal fidelity, though how the 
poor wives have a chance of being unfaithful I don’t quite see... Since I 
have been here I have indeed looked on majesty, though only male 
majesty so far...
Smyth, 1936, pg 32.
However, whilst Grace clearly divorces the body from concepts of spirituality, à 
Kempis presents a duality between religious devotion and bodily love. Expressed 
within a language rich in sensuous and erotic imagery (T learn to savour with the inner 
mouth of my heart, how sweet it is to love’ - à Kempis, Blaikloek, 1979, Book 3, Ch 5, 
pg 98), the relationship between God and à Kempis (the reader), undergoes a process of
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sexualisation;
O, my beloved spouse, Jesus Christ, purest lover ... I should have free access to 
you, and enjoy sweet embraces, which are always there for blessed spirits.
Book3 Ch21, pg 121.
À Kempis’s conception of God as his ‘spouse’ and holy lover who fulfils both physical 
and spiritual requirements, clearly suggests a homoerotic interpretation of religious 
devotion - a reading with clear implications for Smyth as a lesbian who from early 
childhood, identified the possibility of physical and passionate love as being Godly;
After all, in the religious life there would be scope for limitless passion - a belief 
that I imagined induces many conversions ... In one of the these moods I set to 
music and dedicated to a latest ‘passion’, a very religious woman whose name 
was Lousia Lady Sitwell, a long piece of sacred poetry.
Smyth, 1919, vol 1, pg 109.
It is also Significant that religious devotion formed the basis of Smyth’s relationships 
with both Pauline Treveylan and Nelly Benson. Fred Benson’s study of his mother. 
Mother (1925), clearly contextualises her homosexuality in a framework of spiritual 
love and devotion. Quoting from his mother’s journals, he identifies the first of her 
lesbian attachments as the means by which she negotiated a previously problematic 
relationship with theology; “T played with the human love I had for her, and she for 
me, and all the time Thou hast sent her...’” (Benson, 1935, pg 23-4). Benson goes on to 
describe his mother’s revelation as ‘a splendid illumination, long groped for in the 
darkness’ (pg 24). But what is truly significant within Nelly Benson’s writings is her 
expressed desire for a physical spiritual experience; ‘a thirst for the living saviour’ (pg 
24), which presents a clear parallel with the physicality of à Kempis’s realisation of 
Christ; ‘with some, longings for heaven blaze up, and yet they are not free from the 
feelings of the flesh’ (à Kempis, Blaikloek, 1979, Book 3, Ch 49, pg 161). In the 
context of feminised Grace and the sexualisation of spiritual devotion, Smyth’s 
relationships with women therefore undergo a process of cultural and spiritual 
legitimisation. Despite Pauline Treveylan’s ‘saintliness’ (which formed a significant 
component of her attraction for Smyth; T know few people who impassion me more 
than she does ... those girls, live with God and you feel how they would be nothing
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without him’ - Smyth, Collis, 1984, pg 47), it was Smyth’s desire for a physical 
relationship which formed the basis of their friendship. The correlation between 
spirituality and physical love, therefore, imbues the dedication of the 'Mass’ to Pauline 
Treveylan with an explicit homosexual subtext. It is of further significance in this 
context that à Kempis identifies the love of the supplicant for the deity as the highest 
form of spiritual devotion; ‘Love is swift, sincere, pious, pleasant and beautiful, strong, 
patient, faithful, prudent, long suffering, manly and never seeks itself (à Kempis, 
Blaikloek, 1979, Book 3, Ch 5, pg 98). This sentiment of spiritual devotion is clearly 
reiterated by Smyth in her professed physical devotion for Lisl; Tf ever T worshipped a 
being on earth, it was Lisl’ (Smyth, St John, 1959, pg 23).
Through the state of Grace, à Kempis completes the transformation of earthly carnal 
desires into the spiritual realm: ‘Grace is a supernatural light... which lifts a man above 
earthly things to the heavenly things which he should love and makes the carnal 
spiritual’ (Book 3, Ch 54, pg 173). In this context pure or Godly love becomes spiritual, 
a concept which has clear parallels within late nineteenth-century philosophical 
ideologies. For Nietzsche, the sins associated with procreation, the means by which 
human life is produced, illustrate the primary hypocrisy inherent within Christian 
ideology; 'Christianity alone, with its fundamental horror of life, has made sexuality an 
impure thing, casting filth on the beginning, the very condition, of our life' (Nietzsche, 
1876, Ellis, 1989, ed. Collis, 1936, pg 10).
In this context, the writings of à Kempis clearly fall outside of mainstream Christian 
orthodoxy. Significantly for Smyth, Brewster’s ideological approach bears many 
similarities in respect to physical love as a manifestation of spirituality. In a letter to 
Smyth dated February 1892, concerning the recent death of Lisl, Brewster seeks to 
legitimise the socio-sexual complexities of Smyth and Lisl’s relationship within the 
context of spiritual love; ‘Love is good no matter whom it goes to, and if perchance to 
one’s mother, who would protest or breathe a word’ (Brewster, Smyth, 1919 Vol 2, pg 
285).
Smyth makes direct reference to the divine qualities of physical love within her setting
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of Brewster’s Prison text; ‘Our passions are the tingling blood of man-kind. The Kisses 
that have wandered to our lips will never grow cold’ (see musical example 14).
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Musical Example 14 Smyth. The Prison - Rehearsal 102 
Significantly, Smyth establishes an androgynous hegemony by the unison setting of
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the text for soprano and tenor voice with orchestral accompaniment. The tenor, bass 
and soprano with lower strings accompaniment perform in open fifths the syllable ‘Ah’, 
an expression of sexual ecstasy, which is firmly placed within the context of the 
spiritual by the cultural signification of the closing plagal ‘amen’ C major cadence. In 
this context, Smyth seeks to establish bodily love as both spiritually and harmonically 
pure. Similarly, the use of the open fifths creates the starkness of a primitive harmonic 
language, therefore, establishing love within the eternal and ‘universally divine’. Smyth 
employs a similar technique in the opening of the Kyrie from the Mass in D. Whilst she 
firmly establishes the tonic of the D minor triad, the omission until the fourth bar of the 
third (F natural), followed by the C sharp, effectively secures tonal ambiguity and 
creates the harmonic barbarity which Grew identifies as ‘a certain roughness’. The 
unison between voice and strings, until the entry of the Soprano at ‘A’ (which marks 
the beginning of the polyphonic mass canon), establishes the text within a similarly 
primitive context. Grew {The Musical Times, February 1924), in his discussion of the 
Kyrie, makes a similar observation; ‘It is built on a foundation as pure as the depths of 
the sky or the a cappella art of the 16th century’ ( pg 141).
In the socio-scientific context of Darwin’s identification of the voice as a generic 
element in the evolution of music49, Smyth’s use of the voice as a means to express the 
eternity of heaven and human experience operates within à Kempis’s concept of song as 
a form of worship and devotion; 'Do diligently what you do; toil faithfully in my 
vineyard; I will be your wages. Write, read, sing, weep, be silent, pray, endure 
adversities manfully, eternal life is worth all these conflicts and greater' (à Kempis, 
Blaikloek, 1978, Book 3, Ch 4, pg 57).
From the ideological position of à Kempis’s writing, song forms, therefore, a means for 
Smyth to praise Lisl within the context of Godly love; ‘Let me sing a song of love, let 
me follow my beloved on high, let my soul faint in your praise, exalting in love’ (à 
Kempis, Blaikloek, 1978, Book 3, Ch 5, pg 98). As previously established, the ‘break 
with Lisl’50 and Smyth’s subsequent quest for atonement forms the subtextual basis of
49 See Chapter 1: Female Compositional Language as a Primitive Evolutionary Legacy’.
50 This phrase is used as a subject heading by both St. John (1959) and similarly
Smyth (1936), to describe the events surrounding 1889 to 1891.
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The Mass in Z)” s composition. Whilst a feminist reading of The Imitation of Christ 
locates Smyth’s compositional intent within a legitimate and historical spiritual 
framework, the work was to remain, however, contentious amongst critics and the 
mainstream musical establishment.
Imitating Beethoven - A Cultural Model of the Spiritual within Music.
The figure of Beethoven and his compositional legacy (as encapsulated within the 
tangible presence of Brahms, who dominated Leipzig musical life during the 1880’s), 
was 5‘pivotal to Smyth’s self-identification with a Germanic compositional tradition. In 
this context, it was highly significant for Smyth that the conductor Levi was to 
contextualise the Mass in D within a specific Germanic ancestry; 'I know of no living 
German composer who could have written that Mass' (Levi, Smyth, 1936, pg 50). In 
her biography As Time Went On (1936), she recalls the bliss of hearing Levi conduct 
the Missa Solemnis in Munich during February 1892.52 Smyth would later to refer to the 
Germany of 1891-2, the years corresponding to the composition of the Mass’, as her 
'spiritual home' (Smyth, 1936, pg 13).
Evidence of Smyth's reading of the Missa Solemnis as a spiritual (as opposed to 
religious) experience also permeates her account of the work’s effect upon fellow 
artists. In Impressions That Remain (1919), Smyth discusses the significance of the 
work to the violinist Papa Rôntgen ('not a believer' - Smyth, 1919, vol 2, pg 258) who, 
as leader of the Gewandhaus Orchestra, performed the violin solo during the Benedictus 
at the annual performance of the work in Bonn. Smyth was present at his final 
performance which she describes as a performance imbued with spiritual power: 'he 
played the unearthly obbligato more divinely, with more warmth, nobility, and freedom 
than ever before' (258). The performance is further romanticised by the musician’s 
subsequent death;
Johanna told me that he went home like a man in a happy dream, and remarked
at supper; 'For the first time in my life after the Benedictus I can say it... to-night
51 Details of Brahms in Leipzig are noted in Female Pipings in Eden (1933).
52 Smyth, 1936, pg 46.
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I satisfied myself!' Uttering which words he leant back gently, smiled... and was 
dead.
Smyth, 1919, vol 2, pg 258.
An exploration of the circumstances and cultural climate with reference to the genesis 
and reception of both works raises significant questions and possible explanations for 
Smyth's approach to the composition of the Mass in D. Wilfred Mellers (1983), in his 
discussion ‘Beethoven and the Voice of God’, provides an analysis of the Missa 
Solemnis from the perspective of Beethoven's relationship to spirituality as represented 
by formal religious institutions. Assessing the climate in which the work emerged, 
Mellers claims that Beethoven and his contemporaries were: 'animated by doubt rather 
than by hope, and by reason rather than conviction' (Mellers, 1983, pg 3). This opens 
the way for an alternative reading of the work and Beethoven's treatment of the 
liturgical text, which may suggest that the ideological construction of the Missa 
Solemnis provided Smyth with a precedent in terms of expressing a concept of 
spirituality independent of orthodox understanding and notions of the creator’s personal 
(as opposed to institutional) relationship with God.
Beethoven had nominally remained a member of the Roman Catholic church, yet 
sustained an abiding mistrust of the feudal hierarchy perpetuated by the church's 
ideology: 'he mistrusted "Establishment" and believed in minorities, because ultimately 
he believed in a minority of one - himself (Mellers, 1983, pg 11). As previously 
discussed, in Smyth's formative years, her father's Anglican beliefs had dominated the 
political, cultural and emotional climate of her domestic environment. Her father's 
disapproval of music as a possible career for his daughter was synonymous with models 
of ‘appropriate’ behaviour perpetuated by Anglican ideology. Smyth's rebellion against 
her father’s wishes was, therefore, closely associated with the belief system he idolised. 
In this context, the composition of the Mass in D is innately politicised as a critique of 
the contextual medium of the genre’s patriarchal ideology.
Significantly for Smyth, Beethoven had also found conciliation in the writings of à 
Kempis. Mellers identified the book as one of the key religious works in the 
composer’s library. It is clear from Beethoven's writings that the self-focussed religious
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ideology of à Kempis extended a significant influence upon the composer’s spiritual 
understanding. In a letter to Neefe in 1793, Beethoven offers thanks for the musical 
instruction and guidance given to him by the senior composer. However, he makes a 
clear distinction between composition as a learned craft and as a God-given art; 'Thank 
you for the counsel you have given me in my God-given art. Should I ever become a 
great man, you will have contributed to it' (Beethoven ,1793, Mellers, 1983, pg 8).
The concept of the struggling romantic figure of the 'genius' composer was particularly 
attractive to Smyth, who regarded herself as deliberately alienated from mainstream 
musical life by virtue of her sex. Parallels formed with the isolationary romanticised 
Beethoven, operating within a theologised framework of ‘God-given’ art, provided a 
means to legitimise Smyth’s own sense of isolation, raising the status of composition to 
an act of theological significance. Despite the advocation of humility in all things, à 
Kempis similarly establishes a relationship between genius and divinity: ‘so richly, so 
freely and generously, without respect of persons; you bestow your gifts, all things are 
from you, and that is why in all things you are to be praised’ (à Kempis, Blaiklock, 
1978, Book 3, Ch 22, pg 123-4). In this context not only does the creative act function 
as a form of worship (thereby establishing an interrelationship between spirituality and 
art), but also establishes the articulation of the ‘God-given’ gift as a duty not only to 
God, but to the benefit of Christian society; ‘The noble love of Jesus drives us to the 
doing of great deeds, and stirs to the unending longing for greater perfection’ (à 
Kempis, Blaiklock, 1978, Book 3, Ch 5, pg 97).
Smyth’s decision to emulate the ideological and cultural idiosyncrasies of Beethoven’s 
compositional legacy holds clear parallels with à Kempis’s definition of ‘great deeds’ 
and the striving for ‘greater perfection’. As a constructional model, Smyth incorporates 
many of the thematic, rhythmic and formulaic aspects of the Missa Solemnis. However, 
her compositional choices clearly reflect a conscious attempt to establish a gendered 
expression of spirituality within the confines of the mass as a cultural text.
Smyth’s interrogation of scale as an indicator of gender results in a superceding of the 
Missa Solemnis in terms of instrumentation and structural scale. Whilst Beethoven 
scored for approximately five hundred performers, the Royal Albert Hall premiere of
219
Smyth’s work featured approximately one thousand musicians. Similarly, with the 
exception of the Sanctus, each movement of Smyth’s mass eclipses the corresponding 
movement from Beethoven’s mass, with regard to bar numbers (see appendix 2). While 
in terms of duration the Missa Solemnis remains the larger of the two works, this 
challenge to the cultural perception of female compositional abilities, like the 
biographical subtext, remains concealed within the construction of the Mass in D, as a 
part of the work’s polysémie narrative.
Smyth inverts prominent aspects of the Beethovian model, most notably perhaps the D 
major key of the Missa Solemnis to the D minor of the Mass in D. As previously 
discussed, the opening of the Kyrie movement remains harmonically ambivalent with 
regard to a major/minor tonality. Similarly, rather than titling the work ‘Mass in D 
Minor’, Smyth seeks to imply a compositional relationship to the Missa Solemnis’ 
whilst in reality perpetuating ambiguity.
Characteristics such as ‘the unearthly obbligato’ of the violin solo (Benedictus) from 
the Missa Solemnis are similarly incorporated and transmogrified by Smyth, in order to 
represent the spiritual as a reflection of femininity. Beethoven’s violin solo is 
characterised by a syncopated descending scale passage, the entry descending from a 
high G natural. The solo subsequently builds up to an ascension, and the pattern of 
descent and ascent is repeated (see Musical Example 14). In the context of the 
Benedictus text, the solo provides a bridge between the heavenly, as characterised by 
the top range of the violin, and the earthly realm. Smyth incorporates this relationship 
and pattern of descent and ascent into her own setting of the Benedictus, but 
significantly transfers this function of the violin to the soprano voice (see Musical 
Example 15).
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Musical Example 15. Beethoven. Missa Solemnis. Benedictus
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Musical Example 14
As previously discussed, Smyth’s association of the feminine with the heavenly (as an 
interpretation of à Kempis’s state of Grace) demonstrates her engenderment of the 
‘unearthly’. As à Kempis states, a work without Grace lacks spiritual content; ‘Fill my 
heart with your grace, because you do not wish your works to be void’ (à Kempis, 
Blaiklock, 1979, Book 3, Ch 3, pg 94).
Smyth’s choice of instrumentation similarly reflects Smyth’s engenderment of 
Beethoven’s representation of the spiritual. In the context of Wood’s (1993) comments 
regarding the use of brass and wind instrumentation as a form of gender signification53, 
the reiteration of the Kyrie theme by the solo flute similarly functions as an articulation 
of female spirituality.
53 See Chapter 5: ‘Accursed Eves’.
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Musical example
Musical example 16. Smyth. Missa Solemnis. Benedictus - opening
‘Let There Be Banners and Music’: Death and The Prison’
Smyth’s two works of a spiritual content. The Mass in D and The Prison, function, 
therefore within a complex cultural and philosophical framework. It is significant that 
Smyth was already familiar with Brewster’s Prison’ text, prior to the composition of
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the Mass’. Smyth's relationship to the text at that time is notable not only with regard 
to her relationship with its author, but also the rejection of Brewster's philosophical 
doctrines which arguably provided a context in which the scandalous nature of their 
relationship could be legitimised.54 In a letter to Brewster written in March 1891, Smyth 
reiterates the polarity evident within her feelings for Brewster and the presence of God;
O the letters I wrote you in my mind! If they had been written in reality and 
found, anyone, would have thought them love letters, whereas they would have 
been nothing of the sort, but merely letters of love! And I am sorry to say the 
other power in my mind, much as I apologise for the company you found 
yourself in was... God!
Smyth, 1936, pg 36.
Writing in 1936 in As Time Went On..., Smyth documents her rediscovery of spirituality 
through the writings of Brewster: ‘one who has been dead twenty-eight years’ (Smyth, 
1936, pg 303). Smyth’s return to her Vita Nuova55 was prompted by the tumultuous 
nature of her relationship with Virginia Woolf, which symbolised the reawakening and 
frustration of unrequited physical desire; ‘the anguish of a certain episode indicated that 
at one point anyhow passion was still smouldering’ (Smyth, 1936, pg 303). Brewster’s 
text consolidated many of the attractive elements of à Kempis’s theological doctrine, 
placing ideas of love and physical desire within the heavenly realm, which for Brewster 
‘stands for various things at which the Church and the moralists would cry out in 
horror!’ (Smyth, 1936, pg 306). It is significant in this context that Neville Cardus, the 
music critic from The Manchester Guardian, alludes to the flexibility of Smyth’s 
spiritual morality within The Prison-, ‘Dame Ethel writes from convictions not shared 
by the crowd’ (Cardus, St John, 1959, pg 216). Furthermore, Cardus locates Smyth’s 
compositional voice within the context of her 1928 publication. Female Pipings in 
Eden, therefore seeking to promote a reading of the work as ‘other’; ‘Not for her the 
male pipings which nowadays are to be heard in too many British works’ (Cardus, St.
54 In a letter to Brewster in 1885, Smyth outlines the implausibility of their 
relationship between them on social grounds; 'you can't realize what it is to be one of 
a large family, an in fixed social conditions. If I did anything to which the idea of 
55 disgrace was attached, I should break my father's heart' (Smyth, St John, 1959, pg 44).
Vita Nouva: The term Smyth adopted to denote her new life under the influence of 
the spirit. Smyth contextualises this in As Time Went On (1936, pg 304).
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John, 1959, pg216).
Like the Mass in D (which would not receive a subsequent performance in its full 
orchestral form until Februaiy 192456), The Prison occupied a contentious position 
within the mainstream musical establishment. The premiere of the work at the Usher 
Hall, Edinburgh, conducted by Smyth herself, was (as she recounts) a considerable 
success; Tt was a good performance and the agonising thing is that it will be the last 
time I shall conduct in a big work, for I do not hear finely enough now to please 
myself (Smyth, Collis, 1984, pg 192). Unfortunately the positive response of the 
Edinburgh public was not matched by its subsequent London premiere two weeks later 
under Boult: ‘This work gloriously started in Edinburgh in 1931, was killed a fortnight 
afterwards in London’ (Smyth, 1936, pg 304). The London performance, funded by 
Mary Dodge, met with negative reviews, most notably in The Times, which identified 
Smyth’s quotation of the Last Post’ as ‘an inexplicable aberration’ (The Times, cited 
by Collis, 1984, pg 191). Even for Cardus (St. John 1959), Smyth’s use of the Last 
Post’ creates ‘a rather obvious effect’ (Cardus, St. John, 1959, pg 216). Unfortunately, 
the work was followed by what Smyth recalled as ‘a dreary work entitled The Last 
Things of Man” (Smyth, St John, 1959, pg 212), led her wryly to observe that ‘no 
audience could be expected to stand two funerals’ (pg 212).
The use of The Last Post’ theme (see musical example 17), to be performed from off 
stage or outside the concert venue, clearly contextualises both music and death within a 
spiritual realm. Its cultural significance is explicit; its military connotations, however, 
place the reference outside of a religious context and into a non-denominational 
universal signification of death. The theme is repeated during the closing bars of section 
TT, The Deliverance’, at the point in which the prisoner, the spiritual warrior, abandons 
spiritual doubt and submits to ‘the universally divine’. The prisoner’s realisation is met 
by the cry; ‘Let there be banners and music’, as an imitation of the Last Post’ theme 
(see Musical Example 17) - a phrase that was to be chosen by family and friends as the
56 Grew ( The Musical Times’ 1924) reports that a section of the Mass in D was 
performed in 1911 at a London concert given by the composer in 1911. The work 
received its second full performance by the Birmingham Festival Choral Society 
under Dr Adrian Boult in February 1924 (The Musical Times, February 1924, pg 
140).
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dirge for the scattering of Smyth’s ashes, upon her death in 1944.57
After all, then, the Prisoner shall speak the last word for me; ‘I thank you days 
of hope and pride ... I thank you, lamentable solitude .. . and you, shades of those 
that loved me ! ... LET THERE BE BANNERS AND MUSIC!’
Smyth, 1936, pg 208.
Musical Example 17. Smyth. The Prison. Rehearsal 109
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Musical example
The two works therefore present a biographical exploration of the spiritual as both an 
orthodox symbol of religious belief (The Mass in D), and art as an articulation of 
spirituality (The Prison). Both works are, however, unified in their expression of a 
female spiritual realisation which reflects the diversity of Victorian spiritual belief.
St John, 1959, pg 217.
Chapter 5
Daughters of Eve: The Formation of a Disenfranchised Female Creativity Aesthetic
As previously discussed in Chapter 2, the adoption of an androgynous cultural role as 
a source of creative legitimisation formed a significant component within the 
formation of Smyth’s compositional persona. Towards the latter years of her career, 
Smyth embarked upon a theoretical departure from a creative uniformity between the 
sexes, towards the promotion of a disenfranchised female creativity aesthetic. This is 
an ideology which reflected the changing shift from equality to independence within 
early twentieth-century feminist theory. As Key in The Woman’s Movement (1912) 
states: 'the sexes - in the days of the woman's movement, have been almost as much 
alienated from each other as drawn together' (Key, 1912, pg 128). From a 
contemporary perspective Smith-Rosenberg in Discourses of Sexuality and 
Subjectivity: The New Woman, 1870-1936 (ed. Duberman, Vicinus & Chauncey, 
1990), identifies this conflict as an important stage within the historical revaluation of 
early twentieth-century feminist discourse:
The new woman is critically important to feminist scholars. In her twin 
incarnations - as a social and political actor and as the condensed symbol of 
disorder and rebellion - she forces us to examine the ways language forms and 
reforms sexual and political identities and in so doing repositions power.
Smith-Rosenberg, 1990, pg 266.
Virginia Woolfs A Room of One's Own (1929, ed. 1945) formed a significant 
component within this new ideology. Smyth's unlikely relationship with its author 
providing a mitigating factor in her theoretical transition1.
Smyth initially made contact with Woolf in January 1930, after reading A Room of  
One's Own (1929). At the time of their meeting and subsequent relationship, Smyth 
was seventy-two, and Woof forty-eight (Lee, 1996, pg 585.) It is significant, 
however, that prior to their meeting, Woolf had already made reference to Smyth and 
her works in a correspondence with an anonymous correspondent ‘Affable Hawk’ in 
the correspondence column of The New Statesmen in October 1920. (See Woolf, ed. 
Bell, 1981, pg 339 - 342.) Woolfs pre existing knowledge of Smyth provides a 
significant indicator of the composers high profile position within early twentieth- 
century popular culture.
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An Isolationary Aesthetic
Smyth encountered Woolfs socio-historical interrogation of female creativity shortly 
after its publication in October 19292, finding a commonality of consciousness within 
Woolfs contextualisation of the 'woman' question, and her particular sympathy in this 
respect towards the woman composer;
There would always be an assertion - you cannot do this, you are incapable of 
doing that - to protest against, to overcome ... and for musicians, I imagine, is 
even now active and poisonous in the extreme. The woman composer stands 
where the actress stood in the time of Shakespeare.
Woolf, ed. 1945, pg 45
Smyth wrote to Woolf in January 1930 with the intention of expressing her 
admiration for the work and with the hope of securing an interview. 'I have often 
suppressed a wish to write and tell you part of what I feel about A Room of One's 
Own' (Smyth, Collis, 1984, pg 175).
Woolf was initially approached by the Newnham Art Society (Girton College, 
Cambridge, October 1928) to provide a series of two lectures concerning the position 
of 'women in fiction', a subject identified by Woolf as epitomising the cultural 
ambiguity surrounding the historical relationship of women to the creation of art.
you may have meant it to mean, women and what they are like; or it might 
mean women and the fiction that they write; or it might mean women and the 
fiction that is written about them; or it might mean that somehow all three are 
inextricably mixed together.
Woolf, ed 1945, pg 45.
The dichotomous nature of Woolfs initial response highlights the complexities 
inherent within the discussion of woman's presence in the Western high art canon. 
Woolf highlights not only the historical absence of women as creators, but similarly 
the presence of female 'representations' as a vehicle for masculine culture:
A very queer, composite being thus emerges. Imaginatively she is of the 
highest importance; practically she is completely insignificant. She pervades 
poetiy from cover to cover; she is all but absent from history ... Some of the 
most inspired words, some of the most profound thoughts in literature fall
2A Room of One's Own, was initially published by The Bloomsbury Press, the Woolfs 
publishing house.
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from her lips; in real life she could hardly read, could scarcely spell, and was 
the property of her husband.
ed 1945, pg 45.
From this position, Woolf discusses the nature and necessities of the cultural and 
economic environment required for women to create, and develop as artists. For 
Woolf, 'intellectual freedom depends upon material things. Poetry depends upon 
intellectual freedom. And women have always been poor, not for two hundred years 
merely, but from the beginning of time. Women have had less intellectual freedom 
than the sons of Athenian slaves' (ed. 1945, pg 106). The necessity for woman's 
economic emancipation from man provides, therefore, the basis for Woolfs female 
creativity aesthetic which she represents symbolically as 'a room of one's own' - a 
sentiment already expressed by Smyth in her discussion of women's 
disenfranchisement from mainstream musical life; A Final Burning of Boats (1928). 
With reference to her own career, Smyth identifies the following three factors as 
significant to compositional development; '(1) an iron constitution, (2) a fair share of 
fighting spirit, and (3), most important of all, a small but independent income' 
(Smyth, 1928, pg 16)3.
Woolfs A Room of One's Own, however, functions as a symbol not only of economic 
empowerment, but also the occupation of the creative self within a private and 
somewhat isolated world - a position which Smyth identifies as a historical 
representation of the cultural status of the female composer within a sub- or counter­
culture:
One of the greatest spiritual difficulties we have to content with, the 
responsibility for which lies mainly with the elementary condition of musical
It is significant that Smyth’s identification of the behavioral characteristics 
necessary to achieve compositional and, therefore, creative success, fall within 
mainstream socio-scientific models of genius. Cox, in her study Genetic Studies o f  
Genius Volume 2 (1926), identifies; ‘belief in their own powers’, ‘persistence in the 
face of obstacles’ and ‘quiet determination’ as the most highly developed 
characteristics (above aesthetic feeling, originality of ideas and intelligence)within the 
psychological profile of the genius composer. (Cox, 1926, pg 202.) There is evidence 
to suggest that Smyth also regarded these traits as a vital component within the 
creation of art regardless of gender considerations; ‘Art is a constructive action, that 
no one can build without strength, and that the qualities of men and women of this 
breed are probably identieal’(Smyth, Crichton, 1987, pg 343.)
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culture in England, is the extreme isolation of the woman composer, none save 
those who have endured can imagine. Any on-coming young fellow, be his 
music ever so hideous, or on the other hand ever so obviously of the flash-in- 
the-pan order, can count on a bodyguard of enthusiastic contemporaries. Of 
course the less momentum there is in a stream, but more inevitable are silly 
backwaters or clique and sex-uppishness, and it goes without saying that on a 
talented girl composer the backwater frequenters will turn an indifferent, a 
patronising, and perhaps an inimical gaze
Smyth, 1933, pg 28-9.
For Smyth however, isolation has become a significant component of the female 
creative experience; 'It is curious how many otherwise quite intelligent people fail to 
grasp that, for a certain type of worker, solitude and silence are as necessary a part of 
their lives as food and sleep' (Smyth 1955, pg 145). In this context, the internalisation 
of woman’s isolationary status offers a means for creative women to promote notions 
of compositional 'difference' in the context of art as a manifestation of internalised 
culture. The manifestation of true female experience, as opposed to the imitation of 
masculine culture, (identified by Smyth as 'the slave-mind'4), will, therefore, represent 
a point of creative departure for women artists: 'I have always felt it must be, for 
women, a question of something yet unvoiced' (Smyth, 1933, pg 55.) Smyth identifies 
the dominance of masculine creative culture as a reflection of an existing separatist 
creative aesthetic: 'surely it is the Law of Nature that the nearest should be the dearest' 
(Smyth, 1933, pg 24.). In this context the establishment of matriarchal dominance 
functions within an existing cultural context as the inversion of the established 
masculine model. For Smyth, therefore: ‘there can never be a question of competing 
with men but an ever-lasting one of creating something different’ (Smyth, 1933, pg 
53).
Woolf however, identifies the creative adoption of a hierarchical gender identity as 
potentially detrimental to the innate androgynous balance within the work of art; ‘It is 
fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple; one must be woman-manly or man- 
womanly... it is fatal in anyway...to speak consciously as a woman’ (Woolf; 102-3 
1929). In comparison Smyth, however, seeks to distance herself from the perception
4The term 'slave-mind' relates to Mrs Pankhurt's identification of the passive, 
remitting female mentality of the subjugated woman. (Smyth, 1933, pg 49.)
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of art as androgynous5 and advocates the segregation of the sexes in the context of an 
idealised separated male/female civilization; 'equally isolated ... each sees its own 
sights, serves its own gods, is sprung from its own roots, and is gloriously solitary 
three-quarters of the time' (Smyth, 1933, pg 53.)
The contrary nature of Woolfs approach to the characteristic or defining elements of 
the female creative voice, reveal her reticence to disenfranchise herself fully from the 
aesthetic values of patriarchal high art. For Elaine Showaiter in A Literature of Their 
Own (1977, cited Weil 1992), Woolfs denial o f her gender identity within the 
creative process, represents the cultural suppression of gender and a desire for 
legitimisation and acceptance within existing patriarchal creative models:
Androgyny was the myth that helped her evade confrontation with her own
painful femaleness and enabled her to choke and repress her anger and
ambition
Showlater, Weil 1992, pg 149.
In contrast Smyth's compositional and literary works represent a continues challenge 
to concepts of socio-scientific gender construction. In her discussion 'What Matters 
Most in Life in A Final Burning of Boats (1928), Smyth identifies the significance of 
the 'I must', or inner necessity to the creation of art; 'The whole secret lies in the 
mixture of zeal and determination with which you pursue your end' (Smyth, 1928, pg 
175). This is a position which was to inform Smyth's compositional choice, 
particularly of large-scale works which were perceived as beyond the capabilities of a 
woman composer6. In this context the act of composition becomes an act of protest 
against the cultural suppression of the female artist. This is a relationship reiterated by 
aestheticist Vernon Lee, who identifies a correlation between women's art and the 
desire for socio-political emancipation: 'Art is free ... art is the only complete 
expression, the only consistent realisation of our freedom' (Lee, 1909, pg 37.) Smyth 
invites an overt political reading within her opera The Boatswain's Mate (1914), with 
the integration of the suffrage anthem The March o f The Women (1910)7 (see musical 
example 1). The inclusion of which, contextualises the opera within popular feminist
5See Chapter 2: Androgyny and the Artist
6See Chapter One: The Hierarchy of Scale and Compositional Forms
7The March of The Women score is provided in the Appendices.
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Musical Example 1.
Smyth. The Boatswain’s Mate. Overture. March of the Women theme begins bar 2. 
culture.
In her discussion of the 'female* as opposed to bisexual art, Woolf however, regards 
protest (if inherent within the creative process) as a weakening of the female voice
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rather than a means to articulate a distinctive feminine style8. Smyth in contrast, 
identifies these moments of Volcanic energy’ as the signifiers of female identity, and 
therefore unique to the art works of women: This quality that takes one's breath away 
in the Sapphic fragments, is recognisable in the work of all great women' (Smyth, 
1928, pg 13)
Smyth’s identification of woman’s art as ‘volcanic energy’, represents the existing 
polarization between masculine and feminine art within contemporaneous musical 
culture. Grew (1922), maintains that whilst; ‘All art is energy’, this energy may take 
the shape of a positive and instructive force, or a powerful and consuming force with 
the power to morally corrupt. In the instance of the later. Grew states that as a 
listener; ‘you will have to will yourself to bring forward a great personal power of 
restraint.’ (Grew, 1922, pg 2.)9. In this context art which speaks with a 
disenfranchised female creative voice - ‘volcanic energy’ conforms to existing socio- 
scientific concepts of biological deviance and cultural decadence.
This theoretical departures marks a significant distinction between the aesthetic 
judgements of the two authors, whilst Smyth locates creativity within the realm of 
personal and cultural expression (e.g political protest), Woolf seeks to locate 
creativity within the autonomy of ‘art’. Writing of the contemporary female artist 
Woolf hopes that; ‘She may be beginning to use writing as an art, not as a method of 
self expression’ (Woolf. 79 1929)
Reclaiming Eve
The problematic cultural reception of the woman artist in relation to the historical 
machinery of canonity, provides a difficult context in which to establish a canon of
“Woolf regards Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre, with particular reference to the character 
Grace Poole (the former dancer and mad wife of Mr Rochester contained within the 
confines of an attic), as a detriment to the validity and integrity of Bronte's creative 
intent. 'It is clear that anger was tampering with the integrity of Charlotte Bronte the 
novelist. She left her story, to which her entire devotion was due to attend to some 
personal grievance. She remembered that she had been starved of her proper due of 
experience - she had been made to stagnate in a parsonage'. (Woolf. 73. 1929)
9Grew cites the romanticist writings of Whitman, Blake and Browning and the music 
of Richard Strauss, as an emotionally dominating force. (Grew. 1922, pg. 88.)
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female experience and creative consciousness. In the absence of a factually-based 
historical records (and, therefore, representation) of female creative experience, the 
limitations of woman's representation in art as 'subject' (as opposed to primaiy 
creator) results in the formation of a female creative context largely grounded upon 
the establishment of a self or group mythology. For Woolf, the ambiguous, often 
undocumented lives of women throughout the centuries provides a precedent for the 
fictional narrator who speaks of the woman artists historical isolation within A Room 
of One's Own; 'Call me Mary Seaton, Mary Carmichael or by any name you please - 
it is not a matter of importance' (Woolf, ed. 1934, pg 7). The truth of woman's 
creative experience therefore resides within the unspoken, in woman's instinctual 
fiction rather than the factual accounts provided by history;
Fiction here is likely to contain more truth than fact. Therefore I propose,
making use of all the liberties and licences of a novelist.
ed 1945, pg6.
Parallels may be drawn between Woolfs use of fiction to articulate female 
experience and Smyth's contextualisation of women within her operas. Smyth 
vocalises female experience through an array of non-conformist female characters; 
lolanthe, the overtly sexualised dominatrix of Der Wald (1902); Thirzar and Avis, 
women polarised by passion and desire to actions of social deviance in The Wreckers 
(1904); Mrs Waters, a financially independent working-class ‘new woman’ who 
determines to avoid the trappings of matrimony in The Boatswain's Mate (1914); and 
the Queen of Fete Galante (1922), who allows an innocent man to die in order to 
protect the identity of her lover. Whilst in many respects Smyth's female 
characterisations can be perceived as merely adhering to the established operatic 
tradition of the dramatic 'madwoman'10, as the creations of a female composer who 
attempted to distance herself from conventional models of femininity, this conflict 
proves problematic. However, rather to reject existing socio-scientific models of 
femininity, Smyth reclaims female identity through the subversion of negative female 
cultural mythology, a device similarly employed by Woolf.
Woolf utilises her fictional creation Shakespeare’s sister, the hypothetical sibling of
10See McClaiy (1991) Chapter 4, Excess and Frame: The Musical Representation of 
Madwomen.
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the famous playwright and poet, (equally talented but denied the opportunity to 
follow in the footsteps of her brother due to culturally imposed gender constraints), 
as a means to interrogate and rationalise the representation of women within the 
culturally indisputable framework of historical fact; 'She could get no training in her 
craft. Could she even seek her dinner in a tavern or roam the streets at midnight? (ed 
1945, pg 49.) This is a position which Smyth reiterates within her discussion of 
‘Women's Training Hitherto’ {Female Pipings in Eden Chapter 2, 1933):
In the past, now and again a situation could be rushed by unskilled individuals 
of genius, but in the twentieth century Joan of Arc could hardly have 
superseded Marshal Foch; not will any contend that holiday canoeing on the 
South coast... is sufficient to turn out a female Drake or Cook
Smyth, 1933, pg 7.
Whilst Judith Shakespeare exists as a female metaphor and purely Woolfs creation, 
Smyth reclaims the manmade figure of Eve (the first woman), in the mythology and 
symbolism of the garden of Eden. In A Final Burning of Boats (1928), Smyth 
establishes Eve as an icon of patriarchal control within the context of Milton's 
depiction of Eden:
I wonder how many of us have really read Paradise lost? I have tried it again 
and again but am always headed back by the infuriating mutual angle of Adam 
and Eve - an angle that makes literary girls of to-day shake with laughter
Smyth, 1928, pg 7.
Eve as a symbol of female subjugation, is however not unique to Smyth's writings. In 
1905, popular novelist Marie Corelli, published her own critique of the patriarchal 
suppression of woman's creative and political voice in Free Opinions - Freely 
Expressed on Certain Phases of Modern social Life and Conduct (1905). Corelli's 
literary persona provides an interesting comparison to that of Smyth11, as an 
outspoken commentator on the historically patriarchal institutions of publication, 
academia and the press. In a chapter entitled 'Accursed Eve', Corelli seeks to 
contextualise Eve, - the propagator of mankind's 'original sin', as a masculine concept.
When the masculine Serpent, "who was more subtle than any beast of the field
nE.F Benson (1940) writes of Corelli; 'She was convinced of her supreme genius as a 
writer and of the monstrous but an availing malice of the critics' (Benson, 1941 ed, pg 
71.)
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which the Lord had made" tempted the mother of mankind to eat the 
forbidden fruit, the Voice in the Garden said to her - "I will greatly multiply 
thy sorrow!". It can scarcely be denied that this curse has been fulfilled. So 
manifold and incessant have been the sorrows of Woman since the legendary 
account of the creation of the world, that one cannot help thinking the whole 
business somewhat unfair ... and afterward being "given away" by Coward 
Adam, Eve and all the descendant of her sex should be compelled to suffer 
centuries of torture. The injustice is manifestly cruel and arbitrary, yet it 
would seem to have followed poor Accursed Eve from then till now.
Corelli, 1905, pg 152.
As established in chapter four, theological doctrine provided a point of departure from 
orthodox spiritual belief for many feminist artists. The challenge presented by 
evolutionary theory to a theological construct of gender and society, allowed 
feminists to recognise theological gender inequalities as a cultural construction as 
opposed to natural law: 'man has taken full licence allowed him by the old Genesis 
story (which, by the way was evidently invented by man himself for his own 
convenience)' (Corelli. 1905, pg 152-3.)
Under the guidance of Woolf, Smyth was to publish a treaties on female creativity. 
Female Pipings in Eden (1933), in which she appropriates Eve within a feminist 
context, and therefore subverts masculine socio-spiritual ideologies12. In her account 
of the conception of music, Smyth represents Eve as both creator and innovator. Art 
functions therefore, as an inevitable consequence of woman’s practical and instinctual 
characteristics; 'The legend relates that one afternoon while Adam was sleeping. Eve 
anticipating the great god pan, bored some holes in a hollow reed and began to do 
what is called 'pick out a tune” (Smyth, 1933, pg 3.). Smyth's representation of Eve 
contradicts the biblical representation of Eve as a passive force and biological and 
cultural derivative of Adam. In the context of a socio-scientific construct of 
womanhood as the primitive relation in mans evolutionary development. Eve's 
creation of music as an instinctive force, can be subverted to adhere to a Darwinian 
model of female secondary sexual characteristics; 'instinct [feminine] and intelligence 
[masculine] stand in an inverse ration to each other' (Darwin, 1871, ed 1981, pg 37.).
12Collis (1984) reports that Smyth sent drafts of the book to Woolf during the January 
of 1933. 'Virginia thought the title silly, but Ethel insisted' (Collis, 1984, pg 194.)
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A study of high profile creative women throughout the ages13; Bradfordss Daughter's 
of Eve (1930), similarly functions within the socio-scientific ideology of woman's 
creative, instinctive, (as opposed intellectual) propensity. In a chapter dedicated to 
actress Sarah Bemhart, Bradford seeks to reiterate this ideology, quoting from 
Bemhart's writings on the creative impulse: 'I had tried to follow the impulse of my 
intelligence, all the time believing that this impulse would be too violent for my 
physical energy to sustain it.' And when I had done everything I tried to do, I found 
that the balance of mental and physical was perfect' (pg. 268)
In this context, Smyth's account of the evolution of music, reverses the polarity of the 
traditional male/female hierarchy of creation. Smyth alludes further to this analogy by 
placing Adam in the role of Eve's successor who attempts to claim ownership and 
control of the musical voice; Thereupon Adam woke; 'Stop that horrible noise,' he 
roared, adding, after a pause, "besides which, if  anyone's going to make it, it's not you
hut 7?ze'14(Smyth, 1933, pg 3.)
Smyth raises a number of significant issues concerning the reception of woman's 
creative output. In Smyth's utopian state of Eden, Adam's silencing of Eve's musical 
voice represents the pivotal moment in the formation of a disenfranchised female 
creative aesthetic. Smyth seeks to establish that Eve's compositional voice is both 
alien to, and outside of, male comprehension and experience:
My dear Adam, if you don't admire my tunes I don't always admire yours. But 
don't threaten as you once did to make this particular horrible noise yourself, 
for it's my own composition and I hold the copyright. Besides which you 
couldn't make it yourself if you tried. Some other tune, yes. But not this.
Smyth, 1933, pg 55-6.
In then context of socio-scientific culture, Smyth's statement can be interpreted as an 
internalisation of Darwin's perception of the female as biologically and musically 
primitive. The 'horrible noise' of Eve's music making, is identified by Darwin as
^Bradford's study includes, actress Anne de Lenclos, novelist George Sands, and 
actress Sarah Bemhart. (Bradford, 1930.)
"The italics are Smyth's own
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evidence of a barbarous evolutionary state.15 Smyth's statement, however, represents a 
departure of feminist intent. Rather than imitate the male creative voice, Smyth seeks 
to reclaim the feminine 'noise' as the medium of her expression.
And as time goes on, even the Faculty, an all-male body, once they have got 
past the stage of saying 'poo', may come to perceive that something not quite 
negligible is being uttered though in a language different to their own; while 
non-creative women, listening to the song of their sisters, be it literature, 
painting, or music, will say: 'O what is this that knows the way I came?' - a 
comforting though, for remember half the world consists o f women!
Smyth, 1933, pg 55.
Smyth was far from alone, however, in her identification of women’s music as a 
distinct and differentiated compositional language. Given the rising cultural 
prominence of women composers within early twentieth-century popular culture, it is, 
as Fuller (1998), suggests: ‘hardly surprising that almost everyone assumed that 
women’s music should and would, in some unimaginable way that was never 
explained, be distinctly different from that written by men’ (Fuller, 1998, pg 120.). 
An article featured in The Times, (December 1912), offers a translation of Bruno 
Walter’s discussion (from The Austrian Musical Review) of Smyth’s engendered 
compositional voice . Whilst Walter seeks to validate the concept of a differentiated 
compositional voice, he highlights the paradox of classification in the absence of a 
historic canon of female compositions:
Genuine musical productivity is so rare, that we are entitled to ask whether the 
impression of originality created by these compositions is not attributable to 
their femininity? But though our ears are trained to immediately detect 
national differences in music, we are too inexperienced to detect sex 
characteristics. If we had a hundred female composers we might be able to 
establish a distinction between male and female music .. 1 am convinced that 
its thematic charm proceeds essentially from the composer’s womanhood.
The Times, 1912, December 23rd
The attempt to define, formulate and articulate a female compositional aesthetic 
became a major concern amonst the growing community of female composers. 
Composer Kathrine Eggar vocalised this concern to the assembly of women
15See Chapter One: Female Compositional Language as a Primitive Evolutionary 
Legacy.
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composers at a meeting of ‘The Society of Women Musicians’ in 1911: ‘Does not the 
world need a music that has not yet come? May it not be that the need shall be met by 
women’ (Eggar, quoted by Fuller, 1989, pg 121.) The significant aspect of Eggar’s 
statement is that, rather than to imitate masculine compositional aesthetics or to 
adhere to existing socio-scientific characteristics of femininity, women composers 
were urged to develop a female compositional language.
The Reinterpretation of Eden: Der Wald (The Enchanted Woods)
The iconography of Eden provides a recurring theme within Smyth's biographical 
writings and similarly as a compositional resource. Smyth explores the 
interrelationship between biblical mythology and the denial of female expression in 
the figure of the overtly sexualised lolanthe, who holds dominion over the forest of 
Smyth's 1902 opera Der Wald.
The opera was composed as a collaboration between Smyth and her co-librettist 
Brewster, who describes the narrative theme as; 'A short and tragic story of passion .. 
framed in the tranquillity and everlastingness of Nature (sic) represented by the Forest 
(sic) and its Spirits (sic)’ (Brewster, Scott & Co, 1902, pg 2.). Brewster provides a 
detailed synopsis breakdown within the opening pages of the 1902 Scott edition16. For
16‘A short and tragic story of passion is framed in the tranquillity and everlastingness 
of Nature represented by the Forest and its Spirits. As the curtain rises, these Spirits 
or elemental forces, under the aspect of Nymphs and Hamadryads are seen engaged in 
ritual observances round an altar in the wood. Unshackled by Time they sing their 
own eternity and the brevity of things human. They fade away, the altar disappears, 
and te play begins. A peasant girl, Roschen, is engaged to a young woodcutter, 
Heinrich. Congratulations of peasants on wedding fixed for next day. A pedlar sells 
his wares. Dance. lolanthe’s horn is heard: merriment vanishes; terror-stricken the 
peasants fly. The lovers invoke the protection of the forest. lolanthe a woman of cruel 
instincts and unbridled passions, supposed to be a witch and dreaded with 
superstitious fear . She has complete sway over Count Rudolf, the liege lord of the 
country, whom she despises as a weakling. Struck by Heinrich’s good looks she tries 
to detach him from his bride and make him enter into her service at the Castle. 
Complaints and reproaches on the part of Count Rudolf; anger and defiance on her 
part. Her fascinations fail, however, to prevail over Heinrich’s love for Roschen. The 
pedlar’s denunciation of the young wood-cutter as the slayer of a deer which the 
huntsmen find concealed in a well, gives her a chance to compel Heinrich’s obedience 
or to be revenged on him. He rejects her prefers love, which is deathless and mighty, 
to life which is weak and brief. Thus does the Forest answer the lovers’ prayer, 
lolanthe given the order and Heinrich is slain.’ (Brewster, Smyth, 1902, pg 2.)
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Brewster, nature symbolises the transient state of human existence, and the eternal 
process of renewal and decay; 'we the immortals fade nor neither perish, are old as the 
heavens and young as the blossoms that herald a bounteous spring'( The Spirits. The 
Prelude. Der Wald, 1902).
In the context of the opera, Smyth reclaims Eden in the form of nature and the 
pastoral, conceptionalising it within the framework of ‘mother nature’ and the 
mythology of biological creation. The forest is represented as the eternal 'mother 
earth' with her capacity to override the mendacity of mans biological and cultural 
significance. The villages worship the forest as a deity and establish a relationship of 
childlike reverence to the omnipotent mother figure;
O sacred forest hear our cry if harm be near us, watch o'er thine own, watch 
o'er and shelter us who dwell beneath thy roof. O Mother, they mighty heart 
hath taught us mighty love. Changeless eternal love. In childhood's years our 
playmate and friend. We still implore thy fostering care, need they counsel, 
crave thine aid. Somber loving mother! From hidden peril defend us! Forest 
defend thine own.
(Der Wald, Scott & Co, 1902, Act V)
The above extract is taken from an original autographed score which features 
Smyth's original text and German translation17. Significantly the libretto for the 
Covent Garden production (18th July 1902), subsequently published in a collection of 
opera libretto's {Librettos 1898-1910), omits Smyth’s féminisation of the forest and 
reference to the 'Mother'. Rather the forest becomes the derivative of a 
masculine/feminine androgynous divinity.
O scared forest! Everlasting forest! Keep us, thy children safe in thine arms, 
and spread over us Thy green, protecting roof. Thou hast taught us love. Love, 
vast, noble, eternal. As thou art thyself. We have played in thy darkling lap; 
Have grown up in thy shade. O sacred forest. Our father, our mother\ [my 
emphasis] Keep us, thy children Safe in thine arms!
Smyth, 1910, pg 14.
The identification of the forest as female is reiterated within Act V of the 1902 
version of the score. Roschen and Heinrich sing in unison, (suggesting a prayer or
17Smyth completed the text in collaboration with Brewster during 1899 to 1901.
The score is currently held in The British Library
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hymn), entreat the forest 'Mother' to defend her children, 'defend thine own'. In the 
context of the opera's narrative, Smyth clearly associates nature with the feminine, a 
feature further suppressed by the Covent Garden version of the text. In the climax of 
the final act, Roschen (lover of Heinrich) implores of the forest 'love has the victory, 
love and death, love and death, sacred forest take thine own' (Smyth, 1902 Act V) . In 
the 1910 edition, however, Roschen merely states 'Love has conquered! Love-and 
Death! ...' (Smyth, 1910, pg 23.). The 1910 version of the libretto features the 
following inscription on the title page Music by E.M. Smyth', but gives no indication 
of the English translation's authorship. In this context the re-writing of Smyth original 
English version (as featured within the original score) may be regarded as an active 
suppression of Smyth’s feminist internalisation of nature. If this process was carried 
out by the composer herself, then the changes represent a possible awareness of a 
'feminist' representation of nature as inappropriate within the context of a 
conservative Covent Garden audience18.
In this context, Smyth provides an inversion of the culture/nature hierarchy, which 
forms the basis of mans' socio-scientific dominance over woman: (a product of 
biological pre-determinance) The concept of ^mother earth’ conforms neatly to the 
traditional perception of woman as a biologically as opposed to intellectually creative 
being. However, rather than to reject the correlation between woman’s biological 
totality and creative abilities, both Smyth, and Woolf, clearly regard the body as a 
significant element within the context of a gendered creative identity. Both authors 
make the popular analogy of creative thought as a literal birth or issue of the body. 
Within Female Pipings in Eden (1933) Smyth analyses the nature of music criticism, 
reiterating composer Edmund Gosse’s childbirth metaphor to depict the act of 
creation; ‘those who “persist in judging without creating” know nothing about an 
element only too familiar to creators; ‘the risk and agony of childbirth’” (Smyth. 74. 
1933). Similarly, Woolf makes use of the ‘birth’ analogy to discuss the linear 
progression of literary development; ‘masterpieces are not single and solitary births; 
they are the outcome of many years of thinking in common’(Woo1f; 66. 1928). The
18Beecham in A Mingled Chime (1944) discusses the ultra conservative nature of the 
'committee' in charge of the selection of new works. His discussion of the amendment 
demanded of Straus's Salome (1905), is highly revealing in this respect See A 
Mingled Chime. The Episode of Salome.
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relationship between creativity and maternity is further reiterated, within Smyth’s Der 
Wald, in which her characters are the metaphorical ‘children of the forest’.
The focusing of female creativity within the locality of the body, establishes creation 
as a unified female experience, intrinsically linked to woman’s domestic environment 
and culture; ‘women have sat indoors all these millions of years, so that by this time 
the very walls are permeated by their creative force’ (Woolf; 87 1929) If female 
creation, therefore, becomes a manifestation of female culture, it becomes a natural 
process for the arts to align and identify themselves in a unified aesthetic context.
Smyth was not alone in her use of nature as a context in which to express female 
creativity. Vernon Lee contextualises the idealisation of woman's creative instinct 
within the sphere of nature and The Enchanted Wood (1905):
I may not tell you - it were indiscreet and to no purpose - on what part of the 
earth's surface the Enchanted Woods are situate. When one is in them they 
seem to march nowhere with reality ... for they are full of spells and of 
adventure without end, drawing one, up that dark, gliding river, into their 
hidden heart. The soil into which the thousand-year-old oaks strike their 
gnarled roots, is the soil of romance itself
Lee. 1905, pg3.
Smyth's seeks to establish the forest as a mystical 'spiritual' realm within Der Wald's 
opening prologue. The performance directions are as follows:
PROLOGUE: the curtain rises on a glade in primeval forest: towards the back 
rising rocky ground-right background a small cypress grove; in it an altar 
upon which glows a small flame-Such light as there is, is dim and unearthly 
- Nymphs, Hamadryads, and other Spirits of the Forest emerge on all sides, 
gradually becoming visible, and move rhythmically to and fro, while the stage 
becomes lighter, offering flowers and vines to Pan, to the chant of an invisible 
Chorus.
Smyth, 1902, pg 3.
Smyth's reinterpretation of Eve, as the piper within the garden of Eden becomes 
highly significant in relation to her identification of 'Pan' as the god of the forest. In 
this instance, the forest once again becomes feminised by Smyth’s theoretical 
reclamation of Eve, as the original piper in Eden. Compositionally, Smyth seeks to 
establish a ritualistic and primitive rendition of nature. (See musical example 2)
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Musical Example 2. Smyth. Der Wald. Prelude
The female chorus sing in the home key (E major tonic triad), in a monosyllabic 
unison - a device which Smyth was later to employ to depict notions of primitive 
transient beings in her treatment of the Chorus within The Prison (1931)19 The 
concealment of the 'androgynous' spirits on the stage set also adds to the effect of a 
mystical setting and establishes the role of the spirits as observers throughout the 
duration of the work.
Smyth presents an interesting parallel to the chorus of spiritual voices, in her 
subsequent opera The Wrecker’s (1904)20: 'it portrays in no half-
19See Chapter 4. The Sprit and the Sensual: A Kempis and Godly Love
™The Wreckers (1904) was Smyth's successive opera to Der Wald, written once again
as a collaboration with Brewster. The opera deals with a variety of issues including.
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hearted fashion the ingrained savagery, primitive religiosity and tameless spirit of the 
natives of an isolation Cornish region a hundred and fifty years ago' (Dale, St John 
1959, pg 300). Dale, goes on to identify the works as 'a drama of strong passions, far 
removed from the preposterous make-believe of Fantasio and the dreamy 
medievalism of Der Wald' (1959, pg 300.). Smyth presents an inversion of the spirits 
purity and transience both compositionally and politically in her setting of the chorus 
within The Wreckers In the context of the opera, the chorus epitomises the 
misconstruction of orthodox religious belief, taking and active role in the 'wrecking', 
plunder and subsequent murder of crew members from passing ships, innocently 
lured to their deaths. The villages sing in unison; 'While the daggers flash, while the 
daggers flash, while the daggers are rising' (See Musical example 3)
Smyth's use of unison within both the voices and the orchestration imitates the setting 
of the forest spirit voices {Der Wald see example 2). Harmonically, however, the 
purity and starkness of the spirits’ open 5th, is transmogrified into the interval of a 
major second in Smyth's setting of the village chorus, establishing a harsh sound- 
world which mirrors the moral barbarity of the villagers’ actions. This relationship is 
further established by the strong rhythmical ostinato which forms a comparison to the 
monotone chanting of the forest spirits. Smyth's setting of the villagers’ chorus text as 
a point of comparison, therefore provides a commentary upon the corruptibility of a 
cultural, as opposed to a natural construct of spirituality.
infidelity, jealousy, rebellion and issues of female sexual decadence. A Character and 
plot summary is as follows. Pascoe is theadman of the village and local preacher, his 
wife Thirzar is 32 years his junior. Thirzar's counterpart is Avis (approximately 17 
years old), daughter of the Lawrence the light house keeper. The romantic lead is 
represented by Mark, a local fisherman who spurns Avis's advancements in order to 
embark upon an affair with Thiazr. A young boy Jack (aged 15 years of age), is son of 
Talbot (brother of Lawrence), who falls in love with Avis. The village are involved 
in the practice of wrecking ... luring boats to their demise upon the rocks of the 
Cornish coast line. Thirzar and Mark light beacons to warn off ships, their affair is 
somewhat secondary to this crime. The perpetrators are caught, tied together and 
subsequently left to drown in a cave.
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Musical Example 3. Smyth, The Wreckers. Act 1 Rehearsal 157
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Smyth employs musical metaphor as a device to link the spirit and the earthly realm. 
In Der Wald, this is characterised by the passages of ascending broken chord 
movements, (played by the harp and winds) following the diatonic harmony of 
the'spirit chorus’ (see musical example 4), which Smyth titles the ‘Transformation’.
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Musical Example 4: Smyth Der Wald, The Transformation Scene
The Wreckers provides numerous examples of tone painting to depict the movement 
and power of the sea (see musical example 5). In this context, nature provides a 
source of contextualisation, (as both a thematic and narrative device21) to the human 
action within the operas.
21 ----------------------------------------------------------
Thirzar and Mark are die at the hands of nature.
244
Musical Example 5: Smyth, The Wreckers. Act I, Sea theme
lolanthe and Thirzar: Accursed Eves
The character of lolanthe, is described by Brewster as 'a woman of cruel instincts and 
unbridled passions, supposed to be a witch and dreaded with superstitious fear' 
(Brewster* Smyth, 1902, pg ii ). Smyth provides a far more complex model o f  ‘Eve* 
in her characterisation of Thirzar in The Wreckers (1904). In many respects she 
unifies the dichotomised ‘tragic heroine’ with the ‘femme fatale’ of operatic 
tradition22.. In the context of the opera. Avis, (her rival for the love of Mark) 
proclaims Thirzar; ‘[a] vile priestess of dark evil arts, with magic she changes men's 
hearts' {The Wreckers act V). Characteristics which closely echo Brewster’s
22SeeMcClary 1993
description of lolanthe. However, the inverted morality of the opera narrative in 
which the religious fishing community against which Thirzar rebels (leading the 
occupants of ships to their deaths and ritually slaughter), inverts the female operatic 
model which Thirzar represents. Thirzar’s rebellion against the fishing and religious 
community can not be interpreted by the audience members as an irrational or 
criminal act.
For Corelli (1905), the identification of woman as a sexually corrupting force stems 
from the perception of Eve as the perpetrator of original sin. Corelli, however, 
presents the dichotomy of ’accursed Eve’ as the simultaneous object of male desire 
and force of moral corruptibility 'Accursed Eve is still the most beautiful, the most 
perfect figure in creation. Her failings, her vanities, her weaknesses, her sins, arise in 
the first place from love' (Corelli, 1905, pg 106.). From this position, Corelli inverts 
Eve's position as the propagator of sin by expressing female desire for the male, (alias 
'Coward Adam') as the original temptation of Eve: Her first impulse in earliest youth 
is a desire to please Adam, - the same impulse precisely which led her to offer him 
the forbidden apple in the first days of their mutual acquaintance' (1905, pg 106.) This 
analogy may be applied to the female characters of Der Wald and similarly The 
Wreckers, who seek to please the symbol of their respective desires; ‘coward 
Adam’.23
Smyth’s presentation of lolanthe as a sexually dominant woman with the power to 
chose her lovers, and kill her rivals, was to prove highly problematic to the 
sensibilities of Victorian audiences. In an review of the New York premier of Der 
Wald (The Surf, March 15th 1902), the author seeks to discredit lolanthe as a viable 
model of femininity, by focusing upon her ‘unnatural’ physical and melodic 
characteristics:
If Miss Smyth is labouring under the amiable delusion that a sound, healthy, 
perspiring young woodcutter would be in danger of losing his honour under 
the blandishments of a yellow-haired, riding-habited courtesan, utterly out of
23 lolanthe offers Heinrich an advantageous position as bow-man in her retinue and, 
therefore, seeks to tempt him away from his bride. Thrizar tempts Mark to commit 
adultery and risk his life for lighting the beacons.
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keeping with the forest and as inharmonious as a G sharp in the scale of F 
major, she is miscalculating the nature of man rather strangely... You can’t 
scare a man into carnal riot ... The episode lacks the potency of conviction. 
This is a pity, for it is the climax of the opera’
(Yohlem, www.metopera.org)
The reviewer’s statement is significant on a number of levels - firstly, the 
identification of lolanthe as ‘out of place’ in the forest, which implies that a dominant 
sexual woman in not culturally synonymous with nature and, therefore, a ‘natural’ 
socio-scientific perception of womanhood. In this context, the reviewer seeks to 
locate lolanthe as ‘other’ - she is ‘inharmonious’ with perceptions of women within 
operatic convention. In his discussion of the critical response to Smyth’s 1903 New 
York premiere of Der Wald, Yohalem offers a useful conextualisation of the opera 
within contemporaneous opera performances.
Two things make this fable unusual - the moral stated by the forest beings and, 
second, that it is a woman, not a man, who says Love me or else. This is rather 
rarer in opera than the reverse situation. The plot suggests a combination of 
Norma with Tannhauser. By seeking such subtle emotional resonance and 
cutting herself down to 75 minutes, Smyth was setting herself a hurdle that, 
perhaps, could hardly have been surmounted by anyone.
Yohalem, www.metopera.org
In the context of Wood’s writings on sexual-symbolism within the work of Smyth 
(Lesbian Fugue: Ethel Smyth’s Contrapuntal Arts (ed Solie 1993)) Wood identifies 
the fugue form as an articulation of the ‘themes of flight and chase’ (Solie, 181.). Der 
Wald is significant in this instance as compositionally Smyth contextualises the 
character of lolanthe as the sexual huntress.
The figure of lolanthe is represented thematically by a horn call, it heralds her 
appearance and serves as a thematic reference point as both subject and subtext. (It 
may also be interpreted as a literal reference to Eve’s pipings, and as such functions 
as the voice of original woman). In Scene One, the villages refer to lolanthe’s hunting 
call theme in derogatory terms, describing it as ‘a weird sound... that horrible noise’ - 
an observation also made by Roschen at the dissipation of her holy prayer by the call 
of lolanthe’s horn (See Musical Example 6).
247
lolanthe’s theme signifies her presence and domination of the drama, prior to her 
physical arrival in Act One, Scene five. Smyth’s performance directions imply that 
the horn called is played by one of Tolanthe’s huntsmen. Perhaps this is a comment 
upon the traditional representation of woman as ‘subject’ vocalised through a 
masculine voice, or indeed an inversion of this practice, a reflection of tolanthe’s 
Musical Example 6: Smyth, Der Wald: Act I Scene TV. Tolanthe’s horn theme
4
sexual and creative power - she is the originator and man her imitator. “Know you
248
that strong in her beauties might that woman has ruled the world (lolanthe Scene 5 ) 
In Scene 5, this relationship is further implied when the horn call (played by the cor 
anglais), is rhythmically imitated in Heinrich’s response (see musical example 6). In 
this context, lolanthe’s theme becomes a powerful tool of female articulation of 
sexuality . The horn is omnipresent and permeates the harmonic and thematic 
structure of the work, it is synonyms with lolanthe and, therefore, the forest. It has 
become internalised by Smyth as an articulation of femininity.
In contrast, the character of Thirza represents a more objective presentation of the 
dramatic operatic female. Thirza is chastised by her community for adultery within a 
cultural framework which establishes her moral innocence (her affair with Mark is 
established through their common abhorrence of the villagers’ ship-wrecking 
activities). Significantly, The Wreckers, was received as a work of both high 
emotional content and cultural realism. In his evaluation of Smyth’s work. Grew 
(1925), attributes Smyth’s use of emotional realism as one of the most dangerous yet 
successful aspects of the work: The Wreckers is something of a Miltonic fervor and 
variety; the story is terrible, and the tragedy pains one .. but the tragedy does not 
soothe - it is too near actuality.’ (Grew, 1925, pg. 101). A review featured in The 
Times of the June 1909 performance of the work, given at Covent Garden (under 
Thomas Beecham), similarly commends The Wreckers on the grounds of Smyth’s 
treatment of her characters and subject:
Miss Smyth, by the choice of her subject and the strength and sympathy with 
which she has treated it deserves to take her place with the English writers 
whose theme has been the tragedy of the sea.
The Times, Collis, 1984, pg 98
Smyth presents a polarised view of operatic women within her treatment of Thirza 
and her feminine counterpart Avis. Whilst Avis can be aligned with the negative 
moral culture of the wrecking community, Smyth seeks, however, to contextualise 
both women within established socio-scientific constructs of gender. Both characters 
operate within an existing emotional vocabulary of female experience as expressed 
not only in the vocal settings, but also through the rapid succession of emotional
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States within the performance directions24.
Both women also conform to a traditional patriarchal subservience in the context of 
plot development. Whilst Mark fulfills the classification of ‘heroic’ lead (lighting the 
beacons to prevent shops being lured to their deaths), the female characters function 
as man’s reflective surface. Thirzar reveals Mark’s finer qualities as a result of his 
desire for her (encouraging him to light the warning beacons). In contrast Avis 
reflects the undercurrent of corruptibility within the wrecking community. In this 
context, Thirzar and Avis are integral to the formation of the audience’s moral 
response.
For Woolf this relationship forms the historical basis of the function of women within
works of art: ‘Women have served all these centuries as looking glasses possessing
the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size’
(Woolf, 1929, pg 37). Whilst this ideology presents depictions of women within opera
as culturally submissive to the hierarchical establishment of the heroic male, the
internalisation of gender culture and its subsequent subversion presents a means to
both critique and escape the bond of patriarchal creative culture. For feminist Key
(1912), the subversion of performance to articulate female desires within the context
of masculine created constructs, opens the way for a feminist re-reading of even the
most orthodox canonic texts:
Great women singers, through Wagner's operas and ballad-singing, have given 
voice to the primeval yearning of the woman soul, as that yearning now 
assumes form in the new woman. And in interpretations at the hands of great 
pianists or violinists, not one classic musical work failed to furnish similar 
revelations.
Key, 1912, pg 47.
The Silence and The Song
A significant feature within Smyth’s vocal setting of the female characters lolanthe 
and Roschen (Der Wald) and Thirzar and Avis (The Wreckers), is the internalisation
24 In act tow (bar 105) Avis is instructed to sing ‘defiantly’, in act one she; ‘strolls off 
with ostentatious indifference’ (bar 92). In the climax of act three, Thirzar sings; 
‘wildly’ of her wish to die.
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of woman’s cultural and creative suppression, to form the basis of a creative
isolationary aesthetic. Smyth (1933), discusses the literal silencing of woman’s
creative voice within the context of Eden:
a policy towards women musicians which, as we have seen, was inaugurated 
in Eden. Only in these modem days, instead of roaring ‘stop that noise!’ 
Adam quietly, and as though in a fit of absence of mind, inserts cotton wool 
and other silencers into the hollow reed, and by degrees the music dies down.
Smyth, 1933, pg 6
Patricia Ondek Laurence The Reading of Silence, Virginia Woolf and the English 
Tradition (1991), identifies the use of contextualised ‘silence’ as a possible stylistic 
feature of a disenfranchised female creative voice. Laurence identifies three types of 
creative silence (each intrinsically linked to gender defining cultural constraints), the 
unsaid, the unspoken and the unsayable, each representing the undercurrent or 
concealment of unarticulated female experience. Woolf explores the interrelationship 
between female silence and experience in terms of a bodily sensation aroused by 
physical and cultural space. The artist Lily Briscoe, of her 1927 novel To The 
Lighthouse attempts to articulate such a vocabulary of body, silence and space, 
articulates such a vocabulary of silence.
For how could one express in words the emotions of the body? Express that 
emptiness there? (She was looking at the drawing-room steps; they looked 
extraordinarily empty) It was one’s body feeling, not one’s mind.
Woolf, Laurence, 1991, pg 2.
The use of silence, therefore, can be perceived in two forms; the voice that will not be 
silenced, and the articulation of female experience within a vocabulary of silence - a 
device which Smyth readily employs to express the ‘unexpressible’ of female 
experience.
In Der Wald, silence functions as a contextual device for both lolanthe and her horn 
motif. In musical example 7; ‘Heinrich my servant faithful and true’, the horn theme 
is imitated mimetically by an unaccompanied lolanthe. In this context her emulation 
of the horn call ‘that weird unnatural sound’ articulates lolanthe’s physical desire for 
Heinrich and functions as the ‘unsayable’ of female sexuality and desire.
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c
Musical Example 7: Smyth, Der Wald. Act 1 Rehearsal 53.
Smyth similarly internalises silence as a compositional feature in her portrayal of the 
female characters within The Wreckers . In musical example 8 ‘I hear thy serpent 
tongue’ (ACT HI), during the opera’s thematic climax, Thirza’s recitative, is 
punctuated by a short orchestral interlude, or as Laurence (1991) suggests: ‘narrative 
silences between the islands of speech’ (see musical example 8). Smyth uses a similar 
setting for Avis’s retaliation; ‘this man betrayed his flock at the bidding of one who 
hates us whose humble slave he is’ (Act III). For Laurence, woman’s use of silence; 
‘[invites] us, as readers, to enter into the obscurity and to consult our own minds’ 
(Laurence, 1991, pg 3.)
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Musical Example 8: Smyth. The Wreckers, Act HI
Whilst the recitative format is traditionally employed as a dramatic device within the 
operatic genre, Grew (1922), in his discussion of Smyth’s works, both contextualises 
and heightens the significance of intense dramatic moments as a feature of her 
compositional style:
At any moment a piece will become volcanic .. we need to bring to the act of 
listening a strong power of self-control. This erupting power is not merely 
tonal; it is not simply the physical power of music, but usually the emotional 
power.
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Grew, 1922, pg 100-1
In this context, the dramatic silences of the recitative passages become moments of 
emotional power; ‘Her works are strong, rhythmically, harmonically, orchestrally and 
dynamically, but so far as I have been able to observe them, they are strong in the 
way of intense human pain and joy.’ (Grew, 1922, pg 101)
Smyth use of silence, therefore, removes her female characters from the harmonic and 
textural context of a masculine compositional vocabulaiy. These moments of 
compositional silence establish woman in a vocabulary of female experience and 
feminine desire, and, as such, represent a theoretical identification of woman as 
‘other’ in the context of the opera text. This is a theoretical stance which Smyth 
sought actively to promote within her autobiographical writings.
[If] the human drama had only been more carefully thought out, what happy 
days might have been spent in Eden! No more hunting poor Eve into the 
marsh; no ramming cotton wool up the little reed she had fashioned for her 
own fingers! She and Adam would each have constructed a sound-proof hut in 
different comers of the garden (as far apart as possible)
Smyth; 56 1933
Whilst Smyth seeks to reclaim the origins of composition as an articulation of female 
creative experience, the secondary position of women composers in relation to the 
academic and compositional canon makes the effective cultural dissimulation of a 
‘new’ formalised feminine aesthetic highly problematic. Smyth, identifies this 
relationship as paradoxical given that a disenfranchised ‘female’ compositional 
language may be perceived as ‘barbaric in the wrong sense’25 by the machinery of 
cultural reproduction. However, for Smyth and her contemporaries, the location of 
woman within early twentieth-century socio-scientific culture perpetuated rather than 
resolved the legacy of nineteenth-century gender inequalities. For creative woman, 
therefore, the subversion and internalisation of masculine culture provided a means to 
locate female identity within an established cultural construct of the ‘female’. This 
was a theoretical stance which occupied a contentious position amongst the disparate
25 See Chapter One: Female Compositional Language as a Primitive Evolutionary 
Legacy
254
fractions of early twentieth-century feminist culture. As Woolf concludes in the final 
chapter of A Room of One's Own: .‘Women are hard on women. Women dislike 
women. Women - but are you not sick to death of the word? T can assure you that I 
am’ (Woolf 1929, pg 109.).
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Introduction: Appendix 1
WORKS FIRST PERFORMED AT THE PROMS DURING THE PERIOD 1895-1938
Composer 
Edward Elgar
Season Year Work No of works
1898
1901
Percy Pitt
1907
1912
1914
1931
1895
1896
1897
1899
1900 
1903 
1910
1913
1914
Granville Bantock 1903
1905
1906
1907 
1936
Percy Grainger
Charles V. 
Stanford
1913
1916
1919
1930
1909
Three Bavarian Dances 
Chanson de Nuit 
Chanson de Matin 
Elevation in B flat
Military Marches: Pomp and Circumstance 
No 1 in A Minor, 2 in D 
Pomp and Circumstance. No 4 
Four Songs with Orchestra 
Suite The Crown of India 
Adagio ‘SospirP
Nursery Suite 11
Suite in four Movements
Coronation March
Concertino in C minor for Clarinet
Air de Ballet for Strings
Suite Cinderella
Suite de Ballet ‘Dance Rhythms’
Three old English Dances from King Richard 
Serenade for Small Orchestra 
Aria for Strings
Suite de Ballet ‘Sakura’ 10
Suite ‘Russian Scenes’
Helena Variations
Hymn to Aphrodite from Sappho
Prelude to Sappho
Orchestral poem Lalla Rookh
Comedy Overture for Frogs 6
Irish Tune from Country Derry 
Shepherd Hey
Clog Dance Handel in The Strand 
Children’s March ‘Over the Hills and Far
Away
English Dance for Orchestra and Organ 5
Two Songs with Orchestra. Op. 82 
Fantasia on Welsh Melodies 
Fantasia on Scottish Melodies
(The Story of The Proms. BBC. 1950)
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Appendix 2
Movement Smyth: Mass In D Beethoven: Missa Solemnis
Kyrie 257 223
Gloria 615 569
Sanctus 
(Agnus Dei)
85 236 (Sanctus) + 434 (Agnus Dei)
Credo 534 472
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Appendix 3
The Prison. Symphony for Soprano and bass-baritone solo, chorus (S.A.T.B) and 
Orchestra
Curwen Edition 3692. Philadelphia 1930
The text is adapted from ‘The Prison a Dialogue’ by H.B.Brewster. In this book, 
which is out of print, but will probably be republished early in 1931, a group of 
friends discuss a manuscript supposed to have been left behind by some unknown 
prisoner. The whole is the record of a struggle to escape from the bonds of self 
(the prison), and the extracts here set to music are taken from the Prisoner’s last 
offerings.
(Smyth,1930, pg i.)
Personages:
The Prisoner - Bass-Baritone
His Soul - Soprano
Voices - Mixed Chorus
Contents:
Part 1
The prisoner communes with his soul 
Voices sing of immortality 
The prisoner asks the secret of emancipation 
His soul (echoed by voices) replies
He asks in what shape emancipation will come (who are our saviours?)
The voices reply
Orchestral Interlude: The first glimmer of dawn 
The Prisoner understands his own immortality he sleeps
Part II
Organ music sounds from the Chapel. The prisoner awakes 
His soul tells him the end of the struggle is at hand 
He hears his guests (the elements of his personality) moving to depart 
Pastoral - Sunset calm 
He disbands his ego
Voices sing (In Greek mode) the indestructibility of human passions 
Death calls him (The Last Post): glorying, he obeys the summons 
His farewell, his triumph, his peace
Part 1 Close on Freedom
The PRISONER:
I awoke in the middle of the night 
And heard the sighing of the wind.
7
14
21
24
28
30
35
38
44
46
49
51
55
59
62
67
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Even so is my life passing away...
A little rustling in the dark,
A little traceless rustling...
Then a great yearning seized me.
And I said to myself: “I would like to go out 
once more among the living!
Can nothing of it all be of good to others?
Can I not send them a farewell message...
Scatter it on leaves to the wind.
Or engrave it in blood on the stones?
If I were set free and could speak to men 
what should I have to say?”
HIS SOUL
Tell them that no man lives in vain,
That some small part of our work,
for reasons unknown to us, has been tossed
aloft
And garnered in for ever.
It was perhaps not our best work.
Not perhaps a great or a good work:
Maybe a moment of despair or of joy.
Of passion or of kindness...
Perhaps almost nothing,
A sight, a sound, a dream...
Perhaps what men call a sin;
But as a child drops a coin in the moneybox 
His big friend keeps for him 
So have we flung that stray moment into eternity 
Beyond the sun and the stars.
VOICES
We are full of immortality,
It stirs and glistens with us
Under the crust of self
Like a gleam of sirens under the ice,
And any blow which breaks the crust 
Brings us into the company of the eternal 
ones
Whom to feel is to be as they.
That blow you surely will strike somehow. 
The film you have spread you will likewise 
rend.
You who live and die...
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We are full of immortality.
It stirs and glistens with us
under the crust of self
Like a gleam of sirens, under the ice.
And any blow which breaks the crust 
Brings us into the company of the eternal 
ones
Whom to feel is to be as they
That blow you surely will strike somehow.
The film you have spread you will likewise
rend.
You who live and die...
We are full of immortality.
This hour that is with us now 
will endure for ever.
It has always been,
It will not be buried with us;
It has fallen on us like a drop
Of the fabulous river
Whose waters make men invulnerable.
And by so much of us it has touched 
Do we escape destruction...
Surely, surely you will slip into heaven
THE PRISONER 
1 was alone with the sorrow 
Of my wasted life.
But now the room is not cheerless any 
more:
It is companionable, as with the haze 
Of morning and the titter of swallows... 
Behold, in this very moment 
I am outliving death!
What is the creed that works this wonder? 
Where is my philosophers stone, 
my magic pebble...? What is the secret?
m s  SOUL 
There is no secret:
Only something that overwhelms 
And stuns to rest,
Mighty enough to break away from you. 
Perfect enough to need you no more,
To shake you off and endure forever.
But not in you; and only for ever
Because not in you. It must not be retained.
It passes and wanders on to others 
Who are waiting in desolation 
As you waited.
THE PRISONER
Will it return to me with the same fate 
As tonight, sublimely sad?
m s  S O U L
It will perhaps return as a rapture of joy 
That will sweep you away 
Ot as some unwordable storm 
Suddenly hushed to the pipe of a thrush
VOICES
Who are our Saviours?
There is one here tonight 
whose name is sorrow.
Others and elsewhere, under other names,
Or nameless. They claim no bondage from us 
They make no list of chosen souls 
They stroll amid the human throng 
Indifferent to whom and what they touch.
And whatever they have touched is eternal.
THE PRISONER
In the faint grey morning I hear
A sound as of distant surf,
I breath the breath of the ocean
and it seems to me that I am a doomed ship
whose crew - a motley crew of hopes and
thought and passions -
Had suddenly recollected that they could
not drown,
But will surely re-appear.
An, drenched with the brine of oblivion,
Man some new craft, putting their pride again 
in some gallant ship of self.
Till its sails, too, hang in rotten shreds
And pitiful timbers give way once more. (He sleeps)
PART II The Deliverance
Dawn: sound of organ music in the prison chapel (the prisoner awakes)
mS SOUL AND VOICES
The struggle is over; the time has come.
The choice is made
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Abandon to destruction
The unity of which you are conscious,
Take refuge in the lastingness of its elements. 
Bit farewell for ever to the transient meeting 
of eternal guests, who had gathered here for 
an hour
They are taking leave of one another.
Never, perhaps, throughout the course of ages 
To meet again - all of them and none but 
they-
under the same roof!
THE PRISONER and VOICES 
I hear them overhead moving to depart.
And the sound of several footfalls 
quivers through me in sweet-bitter 
shudders: -
I hear the flight of the divine vultures 
that bear away my substance shred by shred.
The wind of their wings is as ice on my 
forehead,
And, from I know not where, wells into my eyes 
the tranquil glory of boundless sunset.
VOICES
What are they waiting for, the departing guests? 
HIS SOUL
Only for a word that shall set them free...
THE PRISONER
Go then, pass on, immortal ones!
Behold, I burst the bonds that pent you up 
within me, I dispand myself!
THE PRISONER AND VOICES 
I despand myself
and travel forever in your scattered 
paths;
Whereso’er you are there shall I be,
I survive in you! I set my ineffaceable stamp 
on the womb of time!
VOICES
The laughter we have laughed
Rose in the bulrushes of yore
And mingled with the sound of the syrinx.
The kisses that have wandered to our lips 
will never grow cold;
No hearts but ours shall ever ache and 
leap.
Our passions are the tingling blood of 
mankind.
m s  SOUL
For years you have been conning your 
lesson,
learning to say “Not me, not mine”.
Ashamed both of sorrow and of joy
Till they slowly were lifted from within you
and stretched overhead
Endless and unchangeable as the milky way
Whose soft light descends indifferently
on all men, from generation to generation.
Now someone says to you:
“It is well so far; taste also the death”
THE PRISONER
Then let there be banners and music!
H S  SOUL AND VOICES 
Banners and music!
THE PRISONER 
THIS is no leave taking,
I am not even going home.
I thank you, days of hope and pride,
I thank you, lamentable solitude.
And you, shades of those that loved me;
I sorrow with you, grieving ones,
And melt with you, O fond ones,
I triumph with those who vanquish,
I rest with those who are dead!
THE PRISONER and his SOUL
I/You have nothing that is Mine/Yours but a name 
I bow/bow down in My/Your dream of a day 
To the life eternal.
VOICES (softly)
The laughter we have laughed 
Rose in the bulrushes of yore, etc.
Bow down in your dream of a day 
To life eternal
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Epilogue
PRISONER
I am the joy and the sorrow- 
I am the mirth and the pride- 
The love ... the silence and the song.
I am the thought...
I am the soul...
I am the home ...
END
ECHO (His Soul and Voices) 
This is no leave taking 
(Let there be banners and music) 
We are not even going home.
...the thought...
... the soul...
... the home
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